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NOTE ON CURRENCY AND

MEASUREMENT

Various units of value and measurement are referred to in the text of
the following chapters. It is not possible to give exact equivalents in
modern terms, particularly as there were many local variations. The
following explanations may prove helpful.

Peso
Real

Maraveds

Réis
(sing. real)
Milréis

Cruzads.

Conto
Fanega

The silver peso of Mexico in the late eighteenth century
was equal to the American dollar or 4s. 84.

The peso was divided into eight silver reales or twenty
copper reales (reales de vellon).

The value of the maravedi varied widely and was often
no more than an imaginary division of bigger coins, since
for long periods there were no maravedi coins at all. The
last ones to circulate, probabl}} in the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, were copper coins, often
debased. One such coin was worth 1/34 part of a real
de vell6n.

Smallest Portuguese monetary unit; existed only as
money of account.

1,000 réis, usually written 1§ooo; worth 12s5. in the
middle of the seventeenth century.

The Portuguese cruzado was equal to 4oo réis (480 réis
in the first half of the eighteenth century); originally of
gold, later silver

A conto equalled 1,0008000 réis (1,000 milréis).

A dry measure for cacao, wheat, maize, etc. Usually equal
to 1.5 English bushels, but there were local variations,
e.g. in Mexico, where the fanega of maize could be either
1.5 or 2.5 bushels (or 55 or 9o.8 litres).

ix

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



X Note on currency and measurement

Quintal Usually translated as “hundredweight’ and composed of
4 Spanish arrobas or 100 libras.
Arroba The Spanish arroba weighed about 11.5 kg (25 1b). The

Portuguese arroba weighed 14.5 kg (32 Ib).
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GENERAL PREFACE

In the English-speaking and English-reading world the multi-volume
Cambridge Histories planned and edited by historians of established
reputation, with individual chapters written by leading specialists in
their fields, have since the beginning of the century set the highest
standards of collaborative international scholarship. The Cambridge
Modern History, planned by Lord Acton, appeared in sixteen volumes
between 1902 and 1912. It was followed by The Cambridge Ancient
History, The Cambridge Medieval History and others. The Modern History
has now been replaced by The New Cambridge Modern History in fourteen
volumes, and The Cambridge Economic History of Europe has recently been
completed. Cambridge Histories of Islam, of Iran and of Africa are
published or near completion; in progress are Histories of China and
of Judaism, while Japan is soon to join the list.

In the early 1970s Cambridge University Press decided the time was
ripe to embark on a Cambridge History of Latin America. Since the
Second World War and particularly since 1960 research and writing on
Latin American history had been developing, and have continued to
develop, at an unprecedented rate ~ in the United States (by American
historians in particular, but also by British, European and Latin
American historians resident in the United States), in Europe (especially
in Britain and France) and increasingly in Latin America itself (where
a new generation of young professional historians, many of them
trained in the United States, Britain or Europe, had begun to emerge).
Perspectives had changed as political, economic and social realities in
Latin America — and Latin America’s role in the world — had changed.
Methodological innovations and new conceptual models drawn from
the social sciences (economics, political science, historical demography,
sociology, anthropology) as well as from other fields of historical

Xiii
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xiv General preface

research were increasingly being adopted by historians of Latin America.
The Latin American Studies monograph series and the Joarnal of Latin
American Studies had already been established by the Press and were
beginning to publish the results of this new historical thinking and
research.

In 1974 Dr Leslie Bethell, Reader in Hispanic American and Brazilian
History at University College London, accepted an invitation to edit
the Cambridge History of Latin America. For the first time a single
editor was given responsibility for the planning, co-ordination and
editing of an entire History. Contributors were drawn from the United
States and Canada, Britain and Europe, and Latin America.

The Cambridge History of Latin America is the first large-scale,
authoritative survey of Latin America’s unique historical experience
during almost five centuries from the first contacts between the native
American Indians and Europeans (and the beginnings of the African
slave trade) in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries to the
present day. (The Press has under consideration a separate Cambridge
History of the native peoples of America — North, Middle and South —
before the arrival of the Europeans.) Latin America is taken to comprise
the predominantly Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking areas of conti-
nental America south of the United States — Mexico, Central America
and South America — together with the Spanish-speaking Caribbean —
Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic —and, by convention,
Haiti. (The vast territories in North America lost to the United States
by treaty and by war, first by Spain, then by Mexico, during the first
half of the nineteenth century are for the most part excluded. Neither
the British, French and Dutch Caribbean islands nor the Guianas are
included even though Jamaica and Trinidad, for example, have early
Hispanic antecedents and are now members of the Organisation of
American States.) The aim is to produce a high-level synthesis of
existing knowledge which will provide historians of Latin America
with a solid base for future research, which students of Latin
American history will find useful and which will be of interest to
historians of other areas of the world. It is also hoped that the History
will contribute more generally to a deeper understanding of Latin
America through its history in the United States and in Europe and,
not least, to a greater awareness of its own history in Latin America.

For the first time the volumes of a Cambridge History will be
published in chronological order: Volumes I and II (Colonial Latin
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General preface XV

America — with an introductory section on the native American
peoples and civilizations on the eve of the European invasion) in 1984;
Volume III (Latin America, Independence and Post-Independence,
¢. 1790-1870/80) in 1985; Volumes IV and V (Latin America,
1870/80-1930) in 1986; and Volumes VI-VIII (Latin America, 1930 to
the present) as soon as possible thereafter. Each volume or set of
volumes examines a period in the economic, social, political, intellectual
and cultural history of Latin America. While recognizing the decisive
impact on Latin America of external forces, of developments within
what is now called the capitalist world system, and the fundamental
importance of its economic, political and cultural ties first with Spain
and Portugal, then with Britain, France and, to a lesser extent, Western
Europe as a whole, and finally with the United States, the emphasis of
the History will be upon the evolution of internal structures. Furthermore,
the emphasis is clearly on the period since the establishment of all the
independent Latin American states except Cuba at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, which, compared with the colonial and independence
periods, has been relatively neglected by historians of Latin America.
The period of Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule from the sixteenth
to the eighteenth centuries is the subject of two of the eight volumes.
Six are devoted to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and will
consist of a mixture of general, comparative chapters built around major
themes in Latin American history and chapters on the individual
histories of the twenty independent Latin American countries (plus
Puerto Rico), and especially the three major countries — Brazil, Mexico
and Argentina. In view of its size, population and distinctive history,
Brazil, which has often been neglected in general histories of Latin
America, written for the most part by Spanish Americans or Spanish
American specialists, will here receive the attention it deserves. The
editor of the History is himself, above all, a specialist on Brazil.

An important feature of the History will be the bibliographical essays
which accompany each chapter. These will give special emphasis to
books and articles published during the past 15—20 years, that is to say,
since the publication of Howard F. Cline (ed.), Latin American History:
essays in its study and teaching, 1896—1965 (2 vols., published for the
Conference on Latin American History by the University of Texas Press,
Austin, Texas, 1967), and Charles C. Griffin (ed.), Latin America: a guide
to the bistorical literature (published for the Conference on Latin American
History by the University of Texas Press, Austin, Texas, 1971); the latter
was prepared during 1966—9 and included few works published after
1966.
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PREFACE TO VOLUMES I AND II

The first two volumes of The Cambridge History of Latin America, which
are closely integrated, are devoted to the three centuries of Spanish and
Portuguese colonial rule from the first contacts between the native
American Indians and Europeans at the end of the fifteenth and
beginning of the sixteenth centuries to the revolutions and wars of
independence at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Man first entered the continent through the Bering Strait, perhaps
as long ago as 35,000 B.c. There is some evidence of the possible
presence of man in what is today Mexico as early as 20,000 B.C., but
the oldest certain human finds — for example, at Tepexpan, north-east
of Mexico City, and Lago6a Santa in Minas Gerais, Brazil — have been
dated no earlier than 9,000-8,000 B.C. Agriculture in Mesoamerica dates
from around 5,000 B.C., and the production of pottery from around
2,300 B.C. The earliest evidence of societies with political and religious
structures can be found, in Mexico, at the Olmec sites, notably La Venta,
and, in the Andes, at Chavin, both dating from before 1,000 B.Cc. By
A.D 1300 there were states with highly structured economies and
societies and highly developed cultures and religions, like the Aztec
empire in Mexico and the Inca empire in the Central Andes, as well as
more or less stable chiefdoms of varying degrees of complexity
throughout, for example, the Caribbean and circum-Caribbean and, still,
hundreds of nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes in North America,
southern South America and Brazil. Research on pre-Columbian
America has advanced rapidly during the past twenty or thirty years,
especially in Mesoamerica, but also most recently in the Andes —and
elsewhere. Important contributions to knowledge have been made by
archaeologists, but also by linguists and palacographers, geographers
and botanists, even by mathematicians and astronomers and, above all,

xvil
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Xviii Preface to Volumes I and 11

by anthropologists, ethnologists and ethnohistorians. The invaluable
Handbook of Latin American Studies (1936— ) has since 1960 included
a section on publications in the important new field of ethnohistory.
The Handbook of South American Indians, ed. Julian H. Steward (6 vols.,
Washington, D.C., 1946—s50), and the Handbook of Middle American
Indians, ed. Robert Wauchope (16 vols., Austin, Texas, 1964—76), remain
indispensable, although the former in particular is now seriously out
of date. No attempt has been made in The Cambridge History of Latin
America to present a full-scale account of the evolution of the various
indigenous American societies — in isolation from the rest of the
world — during the two or three thousand years before the arrival of
the Europeans. This belongs to another Cambridge History. However,
the five chapters which form the first section of the first of these two
volumes on colonial Latin America survey the native American peoples
and civilizations on the eve of the European invasion.

The expansion of Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and
in particular Europe’s ‘discovery’ of America, although not entirely
neglected, have been largely excluded from this history of colonial Latin
America. They are subjects which belong more properly to the history
of Europe. There is in any case a vast literature on European expansion:
for example, John H. Parry’s classic The age of reconnaissance: discovery,
exploration and settlement 1450-1650 (London, 1963); V. Magalhies
Godinho, notably Os descobrimentos ¢ a economia mundial (2 vols., Lisbon,
1965); Samuel Eliot Morison, The European discovery of America, vol. 11,
The southern voyages 1492—1616 (New York, 1974); and, most recently,
G. V. Scammell, The world encompassed: the first Euaropean maritime empires
¢. 8oo—~1650 (London, 1981), which examines Norse, Hanse, Venetian
and Genoese maritime explorations before turning to the Portuguese
and Spanish and finally the Dutch, English and French. The first three
chapters of the second section of Volume I of this history of Latin
America examine the European invasion, subjugation and settlement
of parts of the New World during the period from 1492 to 1570/80. The
viewpoint is not, however, exclusively European. Equally important
is the ‘vision of the vanquished’. And post-conquest relations between
the Spanish and Portuguese and the native Americans are given
particular attention. The remaining five chapters of this section, the
central core of the volume, examine the political and economic
structures of the Spanish and Portugese empires in America from the
middle of the sixteenth to the end of the eighteenth centuries — to a large
extent from a metropolitan perspective. There is some discussion of
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Preface to Volumes I and 11 Xix

imperial rivalries, and the integration of Spanish America and Brazil into
the new world economic system is also explored. The volume concludes
with two chapters on the Catholic Church in colonial Latin America,
but the reader is also referred to the Historia General de la Iglesia en
America Latina which is being published in eleven volumes by CEHILA
(Comisién de Estudios de Historia de la Iglesia en Latinoamérica) under
the general direction of Enrique Dussel.

The second of these two volumes on colonial Latin America opens
with two chapters on population trends and is then largely devoted to
aspects of the internal economic and social history of colonial Spanish
America (nine chapters) and colonial Brazil (four chapters) which have
attracted most research interest during the past twenty years: for
example, urban development; mining; land tenure and exploitation;
labour systems, including African slavery; local economies and inter-
colonial trade; social organisation and social change; Indians under
colonial rule. Spanish America and Brazil have been for the most part
treated separately. They have, on the whole, two different histories, two
different historiographies. There are in any case few historians competent
and willing to write comparatively about Spanish America and Brazil
in the colonial period. The volume concludes with four chapters which
survey the intellectual and cultural life — literature and ideas, architecture
and art, music — of colonial Latin America.

A Cambridge History, as John F. Fairbank, one of the general editors
of The Cambridge History of China, has written, is meant to be indebted
to every single contributor to its field. More particularly in the case of
these two volumes on colonial Latin America many of the historians
who have themselves contributed chapters — nine American, eight con-
tinental European (two resident in the United States, one in Brazil),
seven British (four resident in the United States) and seven Latin
American (one resident in the United States, one in France) — also read
and commented on the chapters of their colleagues. I am especially
grateful in this respect to Dauril Alden, J. H. Elliott, Charles Gibson,
Murdo J. Macleod, Richard M. Morse and Stuart B. Schwartz. In
addition, Woodrow Borah, J.S. Cummins, Valerie Frazer, Olivia
Harris and Enrique Tandeter provided critical assessments of several
chapters. Most important was the advice and encouragement generously
offered throughout the planning and editing of these volumes by my
colleague John Lynch.

Patricia Williams at Cambridge University Press was largely re-
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XX Preface to Volumes 1 and 11

sponsible for initiating this project and continued to support it
even after she left the Press. A number of editors at the Press have
been involved in this History. I am particularly grateful to Elizabeth
Wetton. The subeditors of the volumes were Cynthia Postan and Mandy
Macdonald, after preliminary advice from Clare Davies- Jones. Nazneen
Razwi at University College London offered invaluable secretarial
assistance. The indexes were prepared by Alison Rowlatt.
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AMERICA ON THE EVE OF THE
CONQUEST
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MESOAMERICA BEFORE 1519

The first chapters of a history of Latin America belong to its inhabitants
before their first contact with Europeans. This is especially true in
Mesoamerica.! Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and, to a
lesser degree, Nicaragua and Costa Rica, like Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia
in the Central Andes, have roots deeply embedded in the subsoil of their
pre-Columbian civilizations. The aims of this chapter are, first, to
outline briefly the development of the peoples and high cultures of
Mesoamerica before the settlement of the Mexicas (Aztecs) in the Valley
of Mexico (c. 1325); secondly, to examine the main features of political
and socio-economic organization and artistic and intellectual achieve-
ment during the period of Mexica (Aztec) pre-eminence (fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries); and, thirdly, to present an overview of the
prevailing situation in Mesoamerica on the eve of the European
invasion (1519).

Situated between the solid continental land masses of North and
South America, Mesoamerica (an area of 350,000 square miles) has a
distinctly isthmian character with several conspicuous geographical

! Some German scholars, in particular Eduard Seler (1849-1922), introduced more than 7o years
ago the expression Mittel Amerika to connote the area where indigenous high culture flourished
in central and southern Mexico and the adjacent territory of the northern Central American
nations. Many years later, in 1943, Paul Kirchhoff in his ‘ Mesoamérica: sus limites geogrificos,
composicién étnica y caracteres culturales’, Acta Anthropologica, 1 (Escuela Nacional de
Antropologia, México, 1943), 92~107, focused attention on the geographical limits of what he
called Mesoamerica. Mesoamerica is more than a geographical term. It relates also to the area
where indigenous high cultures and civilizations developed and spread in various forms at
different periods. At the time of the European invasion in 1519 its northern frontiers were the
Rio Sinaloa to the north-west and the Panuco to the north-east, while in the north-central part
it did not extend beyond the basin of the Rio Lerma. Its southemn limits were the Rio Motagua
that empties into the Guif of Honduras in the Caribbean, the southern shores of Nicaragua
lake and the Nicoya peninsula in Costa Rica.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



4 America on the eve of the Conguest

features like the gulfs of Tehuantepec and Fonseca on the Pacific side,
and the Yucatan peninsula and the gulf of Honduras on the Caribbean
side. This area, where the high cultures developed, probably exhibits
greater geographical and ecological diversity than any other region of
similar size in the world. The region has a complex geological history.
In particular, recent mountain building and volcanic activity, including
the formation of two volcanic axes (one running east-west along the
southern limits of the Valley of Mexico and the other following a
north-west, south-east orientation through Mexico and Central
America), have played important roles in the formation of distinct
natural regions. Although Mesoamerica is situated within the tropics,
the complexity of its reliefs and the variety of its landforms, soils and
drainage systems, combined with the effects of ocean streams and winds,
result in a diversity of climates, vegetation and animal life. This diversity
is very marked in the river basins, such as the Panuco, Coatzacoalcos,
Grijalva, Usumacinta, Hondo, Motagua, Lerma-Santiago and Balsas,
and in the lake areas of the Valley of Mexico or Patzcuaro in Michoacan,
and it is not without significance that the most important cultural
changes in Mesoamerica occurred in these regions. The truly tropical
sub-regions of Mesoamerica comprise the well-watered lowlands of
Veracruz and Tabasco; the scrub-covered Yucatan peninsula; the
Caribbean rain forest area of Central America; the Pacific coastal plains
of southern and central Mexico (Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, Michoacidn,
Colima) and of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, together
with the Nicoya peninsula and the Huanacazte province in Costa Rica.
The principal highland sub-regions — the Sierras (the Central American
highlands, the southern Sierra Madre, as well as portions of the western
and eastern Sierra Madre, and the transverse volcanic axis) and the two
large southern and central mesas or plateaux — although falling within
the tropics, are temperate in terms of the climate and vegetation. The
vast region to the north of Mesoamerica, between the central plateau
and the present Mexican—U.S. border, is ecologically very different and
in many respects similar to the great North American deserts. The
vegetation is generally limited to a variety of cacti and some clusters
of shrubs, yuccas or palmillas and, near intermittent streams, mesquite
trees. At times Mesoamerican high culture diffused in an attenuated
form into some sub-regions of the northern plateau (as in La Quemada
and Calchihuites in Zacatecas). However, in general the arid north
remained the permanent home of the fiery Chichimecs who several times
threatened the existence of the northern Mesoamerican settlements.
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Mesoamerica before 1519 5

THE EARLY CIVILIZATIONS OF MESOAMERICA

Remote prehistory, in the case of the Americas, begins around 35,000
B.C., when apparently man first entered the continent through the
Bering Strait. There is some evidence to indicate a probable presence
of man in what is today Mexico around 20,000 B.c. Nonetheless, the
oldest human remains, discovered at the site of Tepexpan, about 25
miles to the north-east of Mexico City, have been dated as no earlier
than 9,000 B.c. Over a long period, only bands of food-gatherers and
hunters inhabited the land. Three or perhaps four millennia still had
to pass before man in Mesoamerica initiated, around 5,000 B.C., the
process that ended up as agriculture. Discoveries in various caves within
the Sierra of Tamaulipas and in Cozcatlin, Puebla, show how, little by
little, the former gatherers began the domestication of squash, chili,
beans and corn. The production of pottery started considerably later,
around 2,300 B.c. In various parts of central and southern Mexico and
in Central America, villages of agriculturists and pottery makers began
to proliferate. Some of these villages, probably those established in
better environments, such as on the banks of a stream or close to the
sea, experienced an early growth in population. The inhabitants of
villages scattered over such a vast territory often differed ethnically and
linguistically. From among them, one group in particular was soon to
stand out. Archaeological evidence shows that a series of extraordinary
changes began to appear, commencing around 1,300 B.C. in an area close
to the Gulf of Mexico, in southern Veracruz and the neighbouring state
of Tabasco. That area has been known since pre-Columbian days as * The
Rubber Land’, O/man, land of the Olmecs.

Excavations made in Olmec centres such as Tres Zapotes, La Venta,
San Lorenzo and others have revealed great cultural transformations.
La Venta, the largest centre, was built on a small island, a few feet above
sea level, in a swampy area near the Rio Tonald, ten miles before it
empties into the Gulf of Mexico. Although available stone is more than
forty miles away, a number of colossal stone sculptures (some of them
ten feet high) and other monuments have been unearthed there.

In La Venta, as in some other Olmec sites, a sort of proto-urbanism
began to develop. The agriculturist villagers who settled in the vicinity
of La Venta had probably experienced, together with population
growth, various stimuli to stir them from their old ways of subsistence.
What they achieved also presupposes changes in their socio-economic,
political and religious organization.
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6 America on the eve of the Conguest

As far as we know, the Olmecs were, within Mesoamerica, the first
to erect large complexes of buildings, mainly for religious purposes.
Thus, the centre of La Venta, skilfully planned, included mud-plastered
pyramids, long and circular mounds, stone-carved altars, large stone
boxes, rows of basalt columns, tombs, sarcophagi, stelae, colossal heads
of basalt and other smaller sculptures. The existence of large plazas
seems to indicate that religious ceremonies were performed in the open
air. Jaguar masks, formed of green mosaics, conceived probably as
offerings, and therefore covered up with clay and adobe, have been
found below the floor, as a sort of ancient pavement, in some of the
open spaces in front of the religious buildings. What we will call artistic
creations also included many pieces made of jade, figurines, necklaces
and other objects in carved and polished quartz, obsidian, rock crystal
and serpentine. A division of labour can be inferred. While many
individuals continued with agriculture and other subsistence activities,
others specialized in different arts and crafts, in providing defence for
the group, in commercial enterprises, in the cult of the gods and in
government, which was probably in the hands of the religious leaders.

Olmecs worshipped an omnipresent jaguar god. Elements attached
to the symbolism of what later became the Mesoamerican rain god
probably derived from the jaguar god’s mask. Stelae and other
monuments show various representations of fantastic birds, often in
association with jaguars, serpents or human beings. The offerings found
in burials are evidence of a cult of the dead with a belief in an afterlife.
The beginnings of Mesoamerican calendar and writing ought probably
to be linked to the Olmecs who lived along the Gulf coast, although
it is Oaxaca (at places influenced by the Olmecs) where the earliest
vestiges of these achievements have been brought to light.

All this, and the fact of the early diffusion of Olmec elements in
different places, some far from the centres of origin, seem to confirm
the character of a mother high culture. Olmec influence — probably
through commerce and perhaps also by a sort of ‘ missionary’ religious
impulse — is manifest in many sites in the area close to the Gulf of Mexico
and also in the Central Plateau, in Oaxaca, in the land of the Mayas and
in western Mexico (Guerrero and Michoacin). Here were the antecedents
of the Classic Period in Mesoamerica.

The extraordinary cultural innovations of the Olmecs did not mean
the disappearance of some notorious limitations that continued to affect
the development of the various peoples of Mesoamerica. These included,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Mesoamerica before 1519 7

first, the permanent absence of any utilitarian application of the wheel,
with its many consequences, as for instance, in transportation and
pottery-making; secondly, the absence (until around A.p. 950) of even
an elementary kind of metallurgy, and that was derived from the Andean
area via Central America; finally, the absence of animals capable of
domestication: no horses or cattle existed and, apart from turkeys (for
eating), only the hairless Mexican dogs were the companions of man
in his daily life — and in his after-life, since they were sacrificed to
accompany their owners to the Land of the Dead.

However, these and other limitations were not insurmountable
obstacles to further development in Mesoamerican groups. The in-
fluence of Olmec culture began to be felt around Goo B.C. in sites such
as Tlatilco, Zacatenco and others in the vicinity of what centuries later
became Mexico City. Parallel processes developed in other regions of
central and southern Mesoamerica. Agriculture expanded and diversi-
fied; among other things cotton was cultivated successfully. Villages
grew and larger centres arose.

Teotihuacan, the ‘metropolis of the gods’, is the best example of the
culmination of Classic civilization in the central plateau. There recent
archaeological research has revealed not only a large ceremonial centre,
but everything implied by the idea of a city. It did not grow overnight.
It took several centuries for generations of priests and architects to plan
and realize, modify, enlarge and enrich what was perhaps originally
conceived as an entity to exist forever. Besides the two great pyramids
and the Temple of Quetzalcéatl, other enclosures, palaces, schools and
different kinds of buildings have been discovered. Large suburbs, where
members of the community had their homes, surrounded the more
compact religious and administrative centre. Avenues and streets were
paved and there was also a well-planned drainage system. Pyramids,
temples, palaces and most of the houses of the rulers or members of
the nobility were decorated with murals in which gods, fantastic birds,
serpents, jaguars and various plants were represented.

The metropolis of Teotihuacan which, at its zenith, around the fifth
or sixth century A.p., extended for around twenty square kilometres,
had a population of at least 0,000 inhabitants. Differences of status
related to divisions of labour, an efficient army, extensive agriculture,
and well-organized commerce with merchants going to distant places,
are some of the features that can probably be inferred as attributes of
the socio-economic structure of the Teotihuacan state. The many
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vestiges of its influence in various remote sites, in Oaxaca, Chiapas and
even in the Guatemalan highlands, seem to indicate that Teotihuacan
was the centre of a large kingdom or of a confederacy of different
peoples. Many of the members of the ruling class probably spoke the
Nahuat language, an archaic form of the Nahuatl which was to be,
centuries later, the official language of the Aztecs.

Teotihuacans worshipped several gods that were later invoked by
other Nahua-speaking peoples: Tlaloc and Chalchiuhtlicue, Lord and
Lady of the Waters; Quetzalcdatl, the Feathered Serpent; Xiuhtecuhtli,
Lord of Fire; Xochipilli, Prince of the Flowers. As in the case of other
institutions, the art that flourished in Teotihuacan was to influence, in
various forms, other Mesoamerican peoples.

Parallel to the development of Teotihuacan, civilization appeared in
other sub-areas of Mesoamerica. One very early instance is offered by
the site of Monte Albdn in Central Oaxaca whose beginnings can be
traced back to around A.p. 6oo. There, besides the religious centre built
on top of a hill, numerous structures visible on the slopes suggest the
existence of a rather large urban settlement. More complex forms of
writing, with dates, place-names and other hieroglyphs appearing in
various inscriptions are also evidence of the high cultural level attained
by the Zapotecs who had built Monte Albédn and ruled over many other
groups in what is today Oaxaca.

The Mayas were inhabitants of the Yucatan peninsula and of the
lowlands and highlands of the Mexican states of Tabasco and Chiapas,
and of Guatemala, Belize and parts of El Salvador and Honduras.
Thanks to archaeology, we know about more than o Maya centres of
considerable importance which were occupied throughout the Classic
Period. Some of the most famous are Tikal, Uaxactin, Piedras Negras
and Ouirigud in Guatemala; Copdn in Honduras; Nakum in Belize;
Yaxchildn, Palenque and Bonampak in Chiapas; Dzibilchaltun, Cobid,
Labnd, Kabah and the early phases of Uxmal and Chichén-Itzi in the
Yucatan peninsula.

Arguments have been put forward both for and against the urban
nature of the Maya centres. Today it is generally recognized that
settlements built on the banks of rivers, such as those close to the
Usumacinta or, in general, within a dense tropical forest area, encom-
passed not only sanctuaries for the gods and palaces for religious
leaders, but also residential quarters for the people.

From a political point of view it appears that some of these urban
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centres were associated in various kinds of ‘confederations’ or ‘king-
doms’. In Classical Maya society two clearly different social strata
co-existed: the ordinary people or commoners (devoted for the most
part to agriculture and to the performance of various personal services)
and the dominant group composed of the rulers, priests and high
ranking warriors. To the priests and sages one has to attribute the
extraordinary creations in the arts. Architecture, which featured the
corbeled vault, sculpture, in particular the bas-reliefs, and mural
paintings such as the famous ones of Bonampak in Chiapas, are all
noteworthy. Thousands of hieroglyphic texts, inscribed on stone stelae,
stairways, lintels, paintings, ceramics and books or codices confirm that
the Maya priests and sages were in possession of an extremely
sophisticated high culture. We also know that the Classic Mayas had
various calendars of extreme precision. They also had a concept and
symbol for zero, perhaps inherited from the Olmecs, several hundred
years before the Hindus had developed the idea. Whoever succeeds in
completely deciphering Maya writing will discover a universe of ideas
and symbols, the core of the Maya cosmos. For the moment we can
at least assert that civilization in Classic Mesoamerica, from which all
further development derived, reached its peak with the Mayas.

Explanations of what happened to the Mayas, the Zapotecs, the
Teotihuacans and, in general, to those who gave birth to and fostered
civilization during the Classic Period are as yet mere hypotheses. The
decline and final abandonment of the splendid ancient metropolises
between the seventh and the tenth centuries probably took various
forms. Archaeological evidence seems to indicate a sudden collapse in
the case of Teotihuacan. Was the city put to fire, as some extant remains
of walls, beams and other pieces of wood suggest? Or was destruction
wrought by outside forces, who, perhaps realizing that decline had
already set in, decided to take possession of the fertile lands of the
Valley? Or was the ruin of the city a consequence of an internal political
or religious struggle? Or, more simply, as some authors have insisted,
was the abandonment of the metropolis an effect of climatic changes
related to deforestation and the drying-up of the lakes, the consequence
of natural processes or perhaps of man’s own actions?

While it appears that Teotihuacan came to a sudden end around A.p.
650, we know that the Zapotec city built on Monte Albin entered a
period of prolonged decline before it, too, was finally abandoned. In
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the case of the Maya centres it seems as if an irrevocable moment came
when the priests raised no more stelae. Then, perhaps over a period,
the old cities began gradually to be deserted. No traces of attacks from
outside or of destruction by fire have appeared. The centres were just
abandoned, their inhabitants seeking other sites to settle. And it would
be difficult to prove that this was caused by a general violent climatic
change, agricultural collapse or universal epidemics.

Conjecture apart, the fact remains that the period between A.p. 650
and 950 saw the downfall of the Classic civilizations in Mesoamerica.
However, desolation did not mean the death of high culture in this part
of the New World. We know now that other peoples inherited and
developed many of the Classic achievements, and some deserve mention
since they were to influence the following cultural evolution of those
inhabiting Mesoamerica. Not a few survived the Spanish conquest and
are still ingredients in the culture of many people in Mexico and Central
America.

One of the main features of the Classic legacy was urbanism. No town,
for instance, could be built without a close-knit religious—political core.
Temples and palaces were surrounded by open spaces. Tradition and
formal learning being a concern of the religious leaders, communal
schools had to be erected in the various quarters of the town. Another
important institution was the market-place. It was a place not only to
trade but also to meet people. Dwellings for the ordinary people, which
were very scattered, formed extensive suburbs around the central part
of the town. Most of the inhabitants owned, besides their single storey
house, a small piece of land where they grew some vegetables.
Mesoamericans were in love with plants of all kinds. Thus, many of
their towns, seen from a distance, looked like a combination of small
forests and gardens with thatched roofs visible here and there and
painted temples and palaces rising amidst the surrounding greenery.
This form of urbanism remained typical of Mesoamerica. An extra-
ordinary example greeted the conguistadores in the Aztec metropolis,
México-Tenochtitlan.

As with patterns of urban life so in the artistic sphere we find later
the strong influence of the Classic Period and the same is true of basic
beliefs and forms of worship. A satisfactory explanation of the similar,
at times identical, myths, rites and gods of different groups living in
the Post-Classic Period (A.D. 950—1519) may be derived from a probable
common origin, part of the Classic legacy. Other cultural elements
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belonging to the same heritage were the calendar, hieroglyphic writing,
astronomical and astrological knowledge, a world view, basic forms of
socio-economic, political and religious organization, the institution of
the market and a commerce that stretched far afield.

Among the peoples who profited from this cultural legacy, some
exercised considerable power until the arrival of the Spaniards. There
were also the many groups in the north beyond the territories which
submitted to Teotihuacan. Some already practised agriculture to a
limited degree, like the present-day Coras, Huichols, Tepehuans,
Cahitas and Pimas of north-western Mexico. Beyond the area inhabited
by them were more groups, some particularly primitive, like the ones
belonging to the Hokan linguistic family, but others who had reached
more advanced levels, like the so-called Pueblo Indians of present-day
New Mexico and parts of Arizona.

Archaeology has shown that the Teotihuacans had exerted, at least
indirectly, some influence upon some of these groups. This appears to
be particularly true in the case of the Pueblo Indians, the most advanced
in the vast territories north of Mexico. Evidence also exists of the
presence of some groups culturally, and perhaps also politically, related
to Teotihuacan, who had settled in the north, as advanced outposts, to
protect the frontier from incursions of those generically called Chichi-
mecs, barbarian semi-nomads, gatherers and hunters.

Those later called Toltecs should be included among the settlers in
the advanced outposts. When the collapse of Teotihuacan became
known to them, they apparently decided to ‘come back’, as the native
texts put it, to the land of their cultural origin, that is, Central Mexico.
Various accounts tell of their wanderings before they reached small
towns still inhabited by people of Teotihuacan origin. The Toltecs
finally settied in Tula, a place about 5o miles to the north of present-day
Mezxico City. Tala or Tollan actually means metropolis; and that was
precisely what the Toltecs were about to build.

A central figure in Toltec history is the famous Quetzalcéatl, a sort
of culture hero who derived his name from that of a god (the Feathered
Serpent) who had been worshipped since the days of Teotihuacan.
Numerous native books and texts in Nahuatl tell of his portentous birth,
life and deeds. It is said that while Quetzalcéatl was still young, he
retired to Huapalcalco, a former settlement of the Teotihuacans, to
devote himself to meditation. There he was taken by the Toltecs to act
as their ruler and high priest. Palaces and temples were built and many
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towns and peoples accepted the rule of Quetzalcéatl (the god and his
priest). What caused the end of the golden age of the Toltecs and the
final collapse of Tula around 1150 is not wholly clear. However, the
ruin of the Toltecs meant a diffusion of their culture and their
penetration among various distant peoples. The presence of the Toltecs
is recorded in annals such as those of the Mixtecs of Oaxaca and the
Mayas of Yucatan and Guatemala.

The Mixtecs succeeded the Zapotecs in the Valley of Oaxaca after
the latter’s cultural and political decline. We can attribute to them the
founding of new towns, such as those of Tilantongo and Teozacualco,
as well as the partial rebuilding of famous Zapotec cities and strongholds.
They also excelled in the arts, particularly as goldsmiths. Metal-work,
gold, silver, copper and to some extent, tin, was introduced in
Mesoamerica around A.D. 950. The Mixtecs are also well known for their
books of historical content ~ a few have reached us with records that
take us back as far as A.D. 692.2

The Mayas had not regained their former splendour. Nevertheless
a few small kingdoms — Quiché and Cakchiquel in the highlands of
Guatemala, Uxmal and Chichén-Itzd, Mayapin and Tulum in the
Yucatec peninsula — showed some signs of prosperity. The arrival of
groups of Toltec origin to Yucatan and Guatemala contributed to this
revival. Those who entered Guatemala came as followers of Gucumatz,
the Quiché and Cakchiquel translation of the name of Quetzalcéatl. In
Yucatan the invaders’ guide was called Kukulcin, a word with an
identical connotation. These new Quetzalcéatls were more militarily
than religiously inclined. In Guatemala — according to the Sacred Book
of the Quichés — Gucumatz and his followers imposed themselves upon
the Mayas. Thus, a new mixture of peoples and cultures occurred. The
Guatemalans became, to various degrees, Toltecized. In Yucatan much
the same thing took place. A so-called League of Mayapan was created,
which comprised that town and Chichén-Itzd and Uxmal. Toltec
influence was so strong there that in Post-Classic Chichén-Itzd pyramids
and other temples and palaces were built imitating those of the
metropolis of Tula. However, neither the new blood nor the cultural
elements that had arrived from the central plateau of Mexico brought
about a renaissance in the Maya world. Its destiny was to survive, but

* In a posthumous publication by the Mexican scholar, Alfonso Caso, an analysis is offered of
the contents of several Mixtec native books containing biographies of a good number of rulers
and noblemen from A.D. 692 to A.D. 1515. Reyes y reinos de la Mixteca, 2 vols. (Mexico, 1977-8),
1.
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without splendour, until the days of the Spanish conquest, which in
Guatemala was completed in 1525 and in Yucatan in 1546.

The complete abandonment of Tula, as with the eatlier collapse of
Teotihuacan, facilitated the entrance into the Valley of Mexico of groups
from beyond the northern frontier of Mesoamerica. This time barbarian
Chichimecs were the first to penetrate what had been Toltec domains.
Various native texts describe what happened. The Chichimecs, in trying
to take possession of the abandoned rich territory, came up against some
families and groups of Toltecs who had remained. Although first
contacts were far from friendly, little by little things changed for the
better. Processes of acculturation can be fully documented from various
sources.® The food-gatherers and hunters began to settle in the
neighbourhood of former Toltec towns. The Chichimecs dominated
from a political and military standpoint. However, those in possession
of Toltec high culture were to influence the Chichimecs deeply.
Reluctantly at first and willingly later, the latter accepted agriculture,
urban life, Toltec religion, the calendar and the art of writing.

Thus, by the end of the thirteenth century, new states or chiefdoms
existed in Central Mexico. Some were the result of a kind of renaissance
in towns of Toltec or even Teotihuacan origin. Others were strictly new
entities in which the cultures of Chichimecs and Toltecs had merged.
This was the situation in and around the Valley of Mexico when other
groups from the north arrived. This time the newcomers did not speak
a barbarian Chichimec language, but Nahuatl, which had been spoken
by the Toltecs and by a good number of Teotihuacans. The various
Nahuatlan groups — the so-called ‘Seven Tribes’ — resembled, in some
cultural aspects, those Toltecs who had been living earlier in the
northern outposts, on the frontier of Mesoamerica. Texts left by some
of them, such as the Tlaxcallans and the Mexica (Aztecs), often repeat:
‘We are coming back from the north, we are returning to where we
used to live.’

Aztec penetration, or, as it is often described, their ‘pilgrimage’, had
to overcome numerous obstacles. Many were the hardships, persecu-
tions, attacks and so on, they had to face before they finally settled on
the island of Tenochtitlan, among the lakes that covered a large part
of the Valley of Mexico. This occurred, according to various sources,
in 1325.

% See, Miguel Le6n-Portilla,  La aculturacion de los Chichimecas de Xé6totl’, Estudios de Cultura
Nibuat! (Universidad Nacional de México, 1968), vi1, 59-86.
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THE MEXICAS (AZTECS)

One of the achievements of the Mexica at the height of their political
and cultural development (roughly speaking the last Go years before
European contact) was the forging of an image of their own origins,
development and identity. Around 1430 their ruler Itzcoatl ordered the
burning of the ancient books, both annals and those of religious
content, on the grounds that: ‘It is not necessary for all the common
people to know of the writings: government will be defamed, and this
will only spread sorcery in the lands; for they contained many
falsehoods.’® In their place was developed and imposed a new tradition
conveying an image of the past that would fit the requirements and ideals
of the group whose dominance was in the process of rapid expansion.
Consulting sources of Mexica provenance, we can reconstruct the new
image that their elite produced.

They are explicit about the kind of existence they had to endure in
Aztlan Chicomoztoc, the place from which they claimed to originate.
Their descriptions reveal that in Aztlan (or at any rate before they
entered the Valley of Mexico), they possessed numerous traits of
Mesoamerican culture (an assertion confirmed by archaeological evi-
dence). An important factor is that in their place of origin they were
subordinate to a dominant group. They describe this group as the
tlatogue (rulers) and pipiltin (nobles) of Aztlan Chicomoztoc. They refer
to themselves as macebualtin (commoners, with the connotation of
‘serfs’). They had to work for and pay tribute to the tlatoque of that
place.

They left Aztlan Chicomoztoc and their former rulers because they
were tired of them. Their priest, Huitzilopochtli, had told them that
their god Tetgabuit! Teot/ (a manifestation of Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking
Mirror), had found them a privileged site. The purpose was to free ‘his
people’ from subjugation and make them prosperous. The god had
announced that ‘there [in the promised place] I will make you pipiltin
and tlatoque of all those who inhabit the land... Your macehualtin will
pay you tribute’.® Simplistic as this may sound, the Mexica accounts
and the paintings in their books, tell how, step by step, the prophecy
was fulfilled. The priest through whom the god spoke was himself
deified. The attributes of Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca show striking

4 Codex Matritensis, ed. A. M. Garibay and M. Leén-Portilla (4 vols., Mexico, 1958-69), fo. 192v.
8 Crist6bal del Castillo, Fragmentos de la obra general sobre Historic de los Mexicanos (Florencia, 1908).
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similarity in iconography, as for instance in representations found in
codices Borbonicus and Matritensis. A whole cycle of poems and myths
developed, recalling the deeds of Huitzilopochtli (his portentous birth,
his victory over the Four Hundred Warriors of the South, his taking
their destinies upon himself, his identification with the Sun, Giver of
Life...).® All these events fulfil prophecies and, since the destiny of the
Mexicas is intrinsically linked to that of their god, foreshadow their
ultimate fulfilment for the people themselves.

The Mexicas tell how in Aztlan Chicomoztoc, and during their
wanderings in search of the promised site, they were extremely poor.
In Aztlan they practised agriculture for the benefit of others. Later, they
lived as gatherers and hunters. Only occasionally they interrupted their
journey to cultivate some land. The Mexicas were following their guides
(priests and captains). They formed groups which received the name
calpulli (calli: house > calpulli: ‘big house’, with the sense of ‘people
belonging to the same house’, perhaps (though this is by no means
certain) groups of families related by kinship). One of the indigenous
chronicles says that originally there were seven Mexica calpulli.”
Another asserts that altogether they numbered 10,000 people.® Their
legends claim that the god Huitzilopochtli, in making promises to them,
gave his word he would protect all those belonging to the ‘houses’
(calpulli), those linked by blood: ‘your children, your grandchildren,
your great-grandchildren, your younger brothers, your descendants’.?
Contrary to the doubts expressed by some scholars, the traditions insist
upon the idea that, both in that remote past and in the present (right
after the Spanish conquest), the members of a calpulli had a common
ancestry.1® Oral tradition and indigenous books largely coincide in
numerous anecdotes about the many hardships overcome by the calpulli
of the Mexicas guided by their priests and warriors. Occasionally some
Mexicas disobeyed the commands of Huitzilopochtli with disastrous
consequences. To follow the god’s advice always resulted in the
fulfilment of his promises.

The Mexicas (in their own version of their past) seem to enjoy
describing themselves as a people at that time esteemed by no one. For

¢ Sec Florentine Codex (hereafter cited as FC), 12 vols. (Santa Fe, N.M., 1950-82), bk 111, ch. 1.

? Fernando Alvarado Tezozémoc, Cronica Mexicayot! (Mexico, 1972), 22-7.

* Diego Chimalpahin Cuauhtlehuanitzin, Second Relation, facsimile reproduction in Corpss Codicum
Americanum Medii Aevi, Emst Mengin (ed.) (Copenhagen, 1949), m, fo. 28¢.

¢ Castillo, Fragmentos, 66-17.

1* Alonso de Zorita, Breve y Sumaria Relacita (Mexico, 1942), 36.
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their own part they already set themselves apart as having a unique
destiny. Among other things, they depict themselves revering those
forms of government and organization with a divine origin, directly
linked with the high priest of the Toltecs, Quetzalcéatl. Other groups
before or contemporary with the Mexicas had also realized the value
(religious and political) of claiming the investiture of power from the
same source of Toltec origin. Thus, various peoples of central Mexico,
and of sites in regions as distant as Oaxaca, Guatemala and Yucatan,
had received the insignia of government from the Lord of the East, one
of the titles of Quetzalcéatl.!? No wonder the Mexicas, already
established on their promised island, decided to follow the advice of
their former guides and to link themselves with Quetzalcéatl and the
Toltec nobility. An Aztec nobility was begun by a descendant of the
Toltec—Culhuacans who also had Mexica ancestry, lord Acamapichtli.
He and other Culhuacan pipiltin married the daughters of the ancient
Mexica priests and warriors. Members of the families of those who had
led the Mexicas were also incorporated into the chosen group. When
Mexica parents of the pipiltin stratum advised their children in their
speeches (Huebuetlatolli), they repeatedly reminded them of their
origin: they were descended from the Toltecs and, ultimately, from
Quetzalcbatl himself.

Thus, the traditions and books of the Mexicas disseminated this ‘true
image’. At the time, the life of the Aztec nation as a whole was being
transformed; there were many peoples paying tribute to the tlatoque
and pipiltin of Tenochtitlan; the prophecy of Huitzilopochtli had been
completely fulfilled; from among the descendants of those macehualtin,
‘commoners and serfs’ in Aztlan Chicomoztoc, Mexica tlatoque and
pipiltin arose. So we learn from the oral accounts, books, poems and
speeches of the elders.

We will now see how this ‘true image’ compares with what we can
discover about the history, politics, economy, society and culture of the
Mexicas (Aztecs) during the last chapter of their autonomous existence
from the available archaeological, ethno-historical, linguistic and other
documentary sources.

Around 1390 Acamapichtli, the first ruler (buey tlatoani) of Toltec
lineage and founder of the ruling house of the #ago-pipiltin, ‘precious
nobles’, died. He, and his immediate successors, Huitzililuitl
11 See, among others, the cases registered in Anales de Cuaubtitlan in Codice Chimalpopoca (Mexico,

1975), fo. 10-11; Popol Vb, trans. by A.Recinos (Mexico, 1953), 218~19; Anales de Jos
Cakchigueles, trans. A. Recinos (Mexico, 1950), 67-8; Caso, Reyes y Reinos de la Mixteca, 1, 81—2.
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(1390-1415) and Chimalpopoca (1415—26), were still subject to the
Tecpanecs of Azcapotzalco, a chiefdomin which peoples of Teotihuacan,
Toltec and Chichimec descent had merged and which at that time
exerted hegemony in the central plateau. The island of Tenochtitlan,
where the Mexicas had settled, was owned by the Tecpanecs. Thus, in
fact, the Mexicas for more than a century, since their arrival in 1325,
had been paying tribute to and performing personal services for
Azcapotzalco.

In 1426 Chimalpopoca died, probably murdered by the Tecpanecs.
Some time after, war broke out between the Tecpanecs and the Mexicas.
The latter succeeded in obtaining the help of several other peoples also
subjugated by Azcapotzalco. The ‘true image’ underlines at this point
an extremely significant episode. When the Tecpanecs were about to
open hostilities, most of the Mexica people, i.e. the macehualtin or
commoners, insisted it was better to surrender. In response, the pipiltin
made a deal. If they were unable to defeat Azcapotzalco, they would
obey the macehualtin for ever. But if the pipiltin succeeded in defeating
the Tecpanecs, the macehualtin would pledge total obedience to them.!?
The victory over the Tecpanecs around 1430 laid the basis for the
greatly enhanced political and socio-economic status of the Mexica
pipiltin.

The victory also meant the complete independence of the Mexica
chiefdom and the point of departure for their future achievements.
Itzcoatl (1426—40), assisted by his sagacious adviser, Tlacaelel, initiated
an era of changes and conquests. Moteuczoma Ilhuicamina, ‘ The Elder’
(1440—69), consolidated the power and renown of the people of
Huitzilopochtli. Under Axayacatl (1469-81), Tizoc (1481—s5), Ahuitzotl
(1486—1502) and Moteuczoma II (1502—20) Aztec rule was further
extended. An extraordinary strengthening of their military powers,
combined with their conviction about their own destiny, resulted in
continued political and economic expansion. Numerous chiefdoms
inhabited by peoples of many different languages, among others the
Totonacas and Huaxtecs in the present-day states of Puebla and
Veracruz and the Mixtecs and Zapotecs in Oaxaca, were in various ways
subjugated by the Mexicas. And organized forms of far-flung commerce
were responsible for the constantly growing prosperity of the Mexica
‘empire’.

12 Di;go Durin, Historia de las Indias de Nueva Espasia, ed. A. M. Garibay, 2 vols. (Mexico, 1967),

1, 65-75.
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The solid economic structure of the Mexica polity which was essentially
formed by the end of Moteuczoma I’s rule (around 1469), has been the
subject of many divergent interpretations. Most of the Spanish
chroniclers (and nineteenth-century historians, like Prescott, Bancroft,
Ramirez and Orozco y Berra) had accepted that Mexica society was in
many ways similar to that of the feudal European kingdoms. So, to
describe it, they did not hesitate to use terms like those of kings and
princes; royal court, hidalges and courtesans; magistrates, senators,
consuls, priests and pontiffs; members of the aristocracy, high and low
rank nobles, landholders, plebeians, serfs and slaves. Critical revisionism
was initiated by Lewis H. Morgan in terms of the ideas expressed in
his celebrated Ancient Society (1877). * The Aztec organization’, he wrote,

stood plainly before the Spaniatds as a confederacy of Indian tribes. Nothing
but the grossest perversion of obvious facts could have enabled Spanish writers
to fabricate the Aztec monarchy out of a democratic organization.

they [the Spanish chroniclers] boldly invented for the Aztecs a monarchy with
high feudal characteristics. .. This misconception has stood, through American
indolence, quite as long as it deserves to stand.!®

The ideas of Morgan, accepted and expanded by Adolph F. Bandelier
(1878-80), exerted a profound influence. Most researchers accepted that
the Mexicas and the other peoples inhabiting southern Mexico and
Central America had no differentiated social classes and had not
developed forms of political organization like kingdoms or other kinds
of state. It was accepted that the Mesoamerican peoples were merely
groups linked by blood (various kinds of “tribes’ or ‘clans’), sometimes
associated as confederations.

Half a century later a more serious study of often previously-unknown
indigenous sources led to a new revisionism. Manuel M. Moreno,
Arturo Monzén, Paul Kirchhoff, Alfonso Caso, Friedrich Katz and
others reached conclusions that coincided in the following points: the
macehualtin, grouped into calpulli, constituted social entities linked by
kinship; their socio-economic status differed so radically from that of
the pipiltin that one had to accept the existence of social classes; among
the many distinctions that prevailed between the macehualtin and
pipiltin, a very important one related to the forms of land tenure; only
the pipiltin could own land as private property. In addition, the
existence of an authentic state (a kingdom) in the political organization
of the Mexicas was recognized.

13 Lewis H. Morgan, ‘Montezuma’s Dinner’, American Review (April, 1876), 308.
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The general acceptance of these conclusions made it seem for a while
as if firm ground had been reached as to the character of the social and
economic structures of the Mexicas. However, recent research by Pedro
Carrasco and others, carried out within a Marxist theoretical framework
and using the concept of the Asian mode of production as a key
analytical device, has challenged many generally accepted conclusions.
Briefly, it is argued that these societies are based upon primitive
communal villages which collectively possess and work the land.
Periodically, these entitiecs become organized under the rule of a
dominant and despotic group which appropriates surplus value and
arbitrarily distributes the usufruct of the land among its own members
according to their office. (Since they do not privately own the land there
is some hesitation in using the concept of class: the terms ‘strata’,
‘estates’ or ‘sectors’ are preferred.) The people, or dominated stratum,
continue to be integrated in communal entities working the land for
subsistence and to support the growing demands of the dominant
group. The latter justifies its existence by governing and leading the
people and directing the realization of imposing public works, mainly
the establishment of urban centres, roads and large irrigation works.

The central issue in the debate about the nature and structure of
Mexica society and economy is the status and achievements of the ruling
group, the pipiltin, once they effectively controlled not only Tenochtitlan
but a vast part of Mesoamerica. By their own account the pipiltin were
predestined by their god to free their people (those communal entities
of villagers subject to the tlatoque and other pipiltin of Aztlan
Chicomoztoc). Texts from the Huebuetlatolli (‘the Ancient Word’)
exemplify this. These are the words of an elderly dignitary who,
speaking for the city, answers a discourse of the supreme ruler.

O master, o ruler, o our lord, your commoners are here...[and also] the sons,
the noble sons, the precious green stones, the precious bracelets, the sons of
our lords, and the descendants of Quetzalcdatl,

So they came to life, so they were bom, so they were created, where in the
beginning it was determined, ordained that they were to command, to rule. ..

Within the dominant group various ranks, positions and titles
existed: the tlazo-pipiltin, ‘precious nobles’, were the descendants of
those who had been the supreme rulers. From this select group the huey
tlatoani was chosen. The pipiltin (not as a generic term, as previously
used, but as a specific designation), were those related in other ways

14 FC, Bk v, ch. 16.
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(not as direct descendants) to the same ruling group. They also claimed
a lineage of Toltec origin. The cuaub-pipiltin, ‘eagle nobles’, were
individuals somehow assimilated by the dominant group (an indication
of ‘social mobility’) on account of their deeds, mainly in battle. The
tequibuaque (translated by Alonso de Zorita as ‘hidalgos’), were children
of those who performed important administrative functions, like the
teteuctin (lords), some of them pipiltin, and other distinguished members
of a calpulli.

The pipiltin were extremely conscious of these differences of rank
among themselves and of the possible positions open to them in the
political and economic administration of the Mexica state. This is
reflected in the following fragment of a speech addressed by a noble
to his son:

You know, you remember that there is only one ruler, the heart of the city,
and that there are two assisting dignitaries, one from the military (ce guappan),
one from the nobility (ce pi/-pan). The one from the military is the Tlacatecubtii.
The one from the nobility, the Tlacochcalcati. .. And the military one... Was he
botn to this position? Did perhaps his mother, his father bequeath it to him?
No. For he is just elected on earth, is commissioned, endowed by Him, the
Supreme Giver of Life.1®

When Moteuczoma I began his reign the Mexicas and their allies were
already the lords in a large territory embracing most of the Central
Plateau. To cope with the new situation their political organization was
enlarged to be more effective. Much more than in the past the huey
tlatoani became endowed with supreme and absolute power. Although
he was considered a representative of the divinity on earth, he was not
taken to be an incarnation or son of a god. He was commander in chief
of the army and a religious pontiff, as well as the highest judge and the
lord whose will nobody dared to contradict. He held this supreme role
not by hereditary succession but by election. The election of the huey
tlatoani was the duty and privilege of a limited number of pipiltin. They
represented the ancient nobility who had received a pledge of obedience
from the commoners when they were all in danger of being annihilated
by the Tecpanecs. To be elected as supreme ruler presupposed being
a member of the tlazo-pipiltin. Personal attributes were carefully
examined by the electors. They did not actually vote as their aim was
to reach a unanimous decision, but spent several days consulting
different people and deliberating among themselves. Finally they came

18 FC, Bk vi, ch. z0.
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to a point at which they all accepted someone who, even if he could
in some ways be surpassed by others, satisfied their various interests
in most respects and could also be considered sufficiently endowed to
be the leader of the entire nation.!® From Moteuczoma I until the
Spanish invasion all huey tlatoani were chosen by this method, vestiges
of which, in the opinion of some researchers, still somehow survive in
the presidential elections of modern Mexico.

As a reflection, perhaps, of the belief in a supreme dual god, Omereotl,
the office of high ruler was complemented by that of an assistant and
adviser, the cibuacoat!. Although the more obvious meaning of this title
is ‘female serpent’, it can also be understood as ‘female twin’. The most
important duties of the cihuacoatl were to substitute for the high ruler
in his absence or death and to preside over the council of electors and
the highest tribunal.

Other prominent dignitaries were the #/acochcaleat! (lord of the house
of the spears), and the tlacatecat! (commander of men). Acting also in
pairs were two principal judges, two high priests and two guardians
of the nation’s treasure. All of these dignitaries presided over their
corresponding high councils and participated in the supreme council
headed by the huey tlatoani or his substitute, the cihuacoatl.

In all towns, whether those of the Mexicas and their allies (Tezcoco
and Tlacopan), or those that had been conquered, there were governors,
appointed by the high ruler. These were the tlatogue (plural form of
tlatoani). In some instances the high ruler sent one of the pipiltin from
the Aztec metropolis to act as governor of a subjugated chiefdom. In
other cases members of the former ruling group of the conquered towns
were allowed to remain after a new pledge of obedience had been made.

To administer some calpulli, the supreme tlatoani appointed officers
known as feteuctin. As has been said, they were often pipiltin. At other
times, not being nobles themselves, they were in the service of a family
of pipiltin. The group of units of production administered by one seuctli
was known as a feccalli (house of the people of the palace), that is, of
those appointed by the huey tlatoani. The duties of the teteuctin were
very important. They were responsible for production in the socio-
economic unit ‘entrusted’ to them. Its production, in addition to
supporting the macehualtin working the land, had to provide the
tributes to the pipiltin and, ultimately, also to the huey tlatoani.

Most important administrative positions were reserved for the

1¢ See the detailed description of this ‘electoral process’ in FC, Bk vin, ch. 18.
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pipiltin. Titles accompanying these positions were awarded to them, as
well as the possession and usufruct of lands. The pipiltin paid no tribute.
They could hire as many mayeque (workers) to till the land as necessary.
Some of the pipiltin were also entrusted with the feccallis, which
included both land and the macehualtin working it. Members of the
dominant group could have as many wives as they could support and
other privileges, such as special vestments and insignia, forms of
entertainment and even some kinds of food and drink. In addition they
were subject only to the jurisdiction of special tribunals.

The sons of the pipiltin attended the ca/mecac or centres of higher
learning. There the ancient wisdom was carefully preserved, added to
and transmitted. Those entering them, spent a number of years
preparing themselves for the offices considered eligible for pipiltin as
part of their destiny. The indigenous texts tell us what was taught in
the ca/mecac. The young pipiltin learned elegant forms of speech, ancient
hymns, poems and historical accounts, religious doctrines, the calendar,
astronomy, astrology, legal precepts and the art of government. When
the young nobles left the calmecac, they were ready to play an active
role in public administration.

The education received at home and in the calmecac, as well as the
experience gained as members of the dominant group, instilled in the
pipiltin a sense of responsibility and dignity. Excerpts from some
huebuetlatolli show us how conscious the pipiltin were of their status.
The father tells his son:

And who are you? You are of noble lineage; you are one’s hair, you are one’s
fingernail, you are a ruler’s son, you are a palace nobleman, you are a precious
one, you are a nobleman..."?

The pipiltin attitude towards the macehualtin often appears in these
speeches. In an anecdote about one who over-indulged in drinking we
find:

It will be said: had he perhaps performed the role of a commoner?
Or, admonishing a noble daughter, words like these frequently occur:

Especially do I declare to you that you are a noblewoman... Do not in anything
cause embarrassment to our lords, the rulers...Do not be a commoner (maa
timacfl)ualn), do not appear as a commoner (maa timomacehualguixti).

17 FC, Bk v, ch. z0.
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In practically every aspect of the expected behaviour of those of noble
lineage, the comparison is underlined:

You are to speak very slowly, very deliberately... Also you are not to cry out,
lest you be known as an imbecile, a shameless one, a rustic (a cultivator of the
land), a veritable rustic...18

The question of the pipiltin and the ownership of land is particularly
complex and controversial. The first land distribution made by the
Mexicas immediately followed their victory over the Tecpanecs of
Azcapotzalco around 1430. The record of it is particularly interesting:

The first to whom lands were allocated was the ruling house; lands belonging
to the chiefdom, for the high ruler’s maintenance. .. Eleven pieces of land were
then given to the ruler’s adviser, Tlacaelel; and also two and three pieces of
land were conceded to the various pipiltin, in proportion to their merits and
offices...!?

Through other sources we know the Nahuatl designation of the
variously allocated lands: tlatocatlalli, ‘lands of the ruler’, pil+ tlalli
(pillalli), “land of the pipiltin’. Closely related to the tlatocatlalli were
other lands specifically reserved to cover the expenses of the palace
(tecpantlalls), of the temples (teopantlalli) and of the wars (yaotlalli). The
lands possessed in a communal form by the calpullis comprised of
macehualtin were known as calpul+ tlalli (calpullalli).

Were lands possessed as private property by the ruler and the
pipiltin, or merely as privileges pertaining to particular offices held by
the favoured? Those following Morgan and Bandelier maintain that all
the lands simply belonged to the ‘tribe’ or ‘confederacy of tribes’.
Otbhers, like Alfonso Caso, Paul Kirchhoff and Friedrich Katz, frankly
admit that, in the case of the huey tlatoani and the pipiltin, their land
was possessed as private property.

The extant sources, although not always precise on this point, seem
to favour the idea that the possession of land was in direct relation to
the office and administrative position of the favoured individuals:

...the lord [tlatoani] has lands in various places annexed to his chiefdom, and
the macehualtin till them for him, and revere him as lord, and these lands are
possessed by the one who succeeds him as ruler.. .20

18 FC, Bk v, ch. 14. % Durin, Historia de las Indias, 1, 101.

2 Sebastisn Ramirez de Fuenleal, * Carta al Emperador, de fecha y de noviembre de 1532°, Coleccién
de Documentos Inéditos, 42 vols. (Madrid, 1864-84), xa1, 254.
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As in some cases the successor of a tlatoani was not a direct descendant,
the meaning of the text seems to be that the land was possessed and
transmitted as a function of rank. On the other hand, it is true that there
were families of pipiltin some of whose members occupied the same
administrative position for several generations. They thus enjoyed a
continuous form of possession of the allotted lands. An episode that
took place in the days of the Mexica ruler Ahuitzotl is of interest in
this context. The Mexicas had conquered the chiefdom of Chalco and
Ahuitzotl had installed a new local ruler there. The latter deprived many
of the local pipiltin of their administrative positions. Consequently, he
also took the lands they had owned. The deprived pipiltin complained
to the Mexica ruler. The reaction of Ahuitzotl was ambivalent. He said
to the dispossessed pipiltin: ‘ Take back your lands.” But when the lord
he had appointed to govern in Chalco explained his point of view,
Ahuitzotl told him: ‘You know what to do. Destroy them, hang
them...all of them, who want to be as pipiltin...’2!

As for the undertakings and achievements of the dominant group within
the context of the society they governed, Angel Palerm has argued
within the theoretical framework developed by Karl A. Wittfogel, that
‘the causal relation between the support offered to [an] Asiatic society
and despotism by hydraulic agriculture, is clear enough...”?? Looking
for the existence of economically significant irrigation works in Meso-
america, Palerm has listed numerous sites where there is some evidence
of that sort of enterprise.

In the specific case of the Mexicas, Palerm recognizes that ‘the
economic life of the Tenochcas under their first three rulers does not
suggest agricultural cultivation.’?® This was due, among other reasons,
to the small size of the island inhabited by the Mexicas and to the floods
of salty water to which it was exposed. In his opinion the situation
changed after the victory over Azcapotzalco. Then the Mexica rulers
(withadvice from Nezahualcoyotl, the wise lord of Tezcoco), introduced
important hydraulic works. Dikes were built to separate the fresh from
the salt waters of the lakes, and aqueducts to bring drinking water into
the city. The chinampas, small artificial islands, built in a process of land

8Y _Anales de Cuasbtitlan, fo. 39.

2 Angel Palerm, *Teorfas sobre la evolucién en Mesoamérica’, in Las civiligaciones antiguas del
Viejo Mundo y de Ameérica, Theo R. Crevenna (ed.) (Washington, 1955), 79.

3 Palerm, ‘La base agricola de la civilizacién de Mesoamérica’, Las civilizaciones antiguas, 177.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Mesoamerica before 1519 25

reclamation, where vegetables and flowers were cultivated, received the
benefits of irrigation.

Accepting all this, one still wonders about the importance of the
irrigated chinampas in comparison to the amount of resources (corn,
beans, squash, vegetables and other kinds of agricultural products)
obtained by Tenochtitlan as tribute from the many conquered towns
and chiefdoms. It is true that the building of the dikes, aqueducts and
causeways facilitated enormously the development of the Aztec
metropolis. But can we say that these works were one of the key
achievements of the dominant group justifying their despotic rule over
the rest of the Mexicas?

If we insist on finding something that (in terms of the Asian mode
of production) could be described as an imposing and effective
enterprise, we have to look elsewhere. The pipiltin, as we have seen,
had forged their own ‘image’ which, above all, confirmed their mission
to maintain the life of their own cosmic age, of the sun and mankind.
The offering of blood (re-enacting the primeval sacrifice of the gods
when they created this cosmic age) helped to restore the divine energy,
propitiating the gods, and obtaining from them the vital gift of the
waters. To fulfil this destiny, the cult of the gods, human sacrifice and
the fighting of wars to obtain captives and impose Aztec rule, became
the primary concerns of the dominant group. In this respect the erection
and restoration of the temples (in particular the great ensemble of sacred
buildings in Tenochtitlan) and the organization and effectiveness of the
army, supported by a complex ideology, were the most imposing
achievements of the Mexica dominant group. Other achievements
included urbanization and the embellishment of their metropolis, the
administrative organization, the establishment of far-flung commercial
routes, the functioning of local markets, the production of manufactured
goods (arts and crafts), the maintenance of a school system and the
propagation of Nahuatl as a lingua franca throughout Mesoamerica.

As already stated, the macehualtin were not only part of extended
families but also formed the extremely important units known as
calpulli. These socio-economic entities were common in Mesoamerica.
We have already quoted some evidence supporting the idea that the
members of a calpulli were, at least originally, linked by kinship.
Although some authors have tended to consider the calpulli as a kind
of guild or association for specific economic aims, available evidence
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seems to indicate that in the Mexica calpulli endogamic tendencies
predominated.

Some calpulli were established as integral parts of large towns. This
was the case in places like Tezcoco, Culhuacan and Mexico-Tenochtitlan.
In the latter there were more than fifty calpulli at the time of the arrival
of the Spaniards. As we will see, the members of most.of these ‘urban’
calpulli did not till the land. They were dedicated to other forms of
production. Among them groups of artisans, artists and merchants had
achieved great economic importance. Other calpulli existed whose
members comprised most of the population of smaller towns and also
of many scattered villages. Some of those towns, surrounded by clusters
of villages within territories of varying extent, constituted a chiefdom.
A local nobility (with its corresponding administrative apparatus)
governed these polities. At the time of the greatest Mexica expansion
many of these entities in the central plateau and in other areas of
Veracruz, Guerrero, Oaxaca and Chiapas, were subject in various ways
through payment of tribute to the rulers of Mexico-Tenochtitlan. In
some cases their local nobilities had been replaced by Mexica pipiltin.
In others various forms of compromise were introduced. Teteuctin
(official administrators) were often sent to the subject towns and villages
to direct local production. Thus, many calpulli of areas under Aztec
control were ‘entrusted’ to a Mexica zesct/i. This kind of socio-economic
unit constituted a seccalli. Its organization was structured to facilitate
the exaction of tribute and personal services directly from the calpulli
rather than merely through the conquered chiefdom in whose jurisdic-
tion these calpulli fell.

This imposed structure did not suppress the internal socio-economic
features of the calpulli. Each one had its local authorities, about whom
Alonso de Zorita writes:

Two principales in each calpulli convoke the people to arrange the payment of
tribute or to obey what the governor (teuctli) or other officials have
commanded...and they [those of the calpulli] prefer that their ‘heads’ [the
principales] belong to the same group...*

These two calpulleque (those in charge of the calpulli), in addition to
responsibility for the subsistence of their own community, had to act
as the intermediaries with the teteuctin. The calpulli, according to Zorita
and other sources, had its own local institutions: a priest (or priests)

# Zotita, Breve y Sumaria Relacidn, 30.
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in charge of the local temple; a tlabcuilo, a “ painter of books’ or scribe,
who mainly kept the records of its landed property, tributes and other
facts related to the history of the group. A local treasurer (calpixqui),
the chieftains of the calpulli’s squadrons and the council of elders, were
also key figures in the calpulli.

Land was owned communally by the members of the calpulli.
Nevertheless, one ought to realize that the ‘ultimate proprietor’ of the
agricultural resources, including the land and whatever was attached to
it, was the political unit to which the corresponding calpulli was subject.
Other calpullis existed without land. With the exception of those
described as ‘urban calpullis’, people living in those lacking land had
to work as mayeque, servants or labourers, tilling the lands of others
(mainly of the prosperous pipiltin).

Under whichever specific circumstances non-pipiltin individuals
lived, it can be stated that they belonged to a particular calpulli. The
sum of the members of the calpulli (urban, semi-urban and rural),
formed the social stratum of the macehualtin. For the most part the
macehualtin form of life implied an economy of self-subsistence within
their calpulli and total obedience to their internal authorities, to the
teteuctin and to the other administrative officers appointed by the
dominant group. In addition, they had to pay tribute, serve in the army,
and perform a variety of other personal services to the state. These
included manual labour in the building of temples and palaces or in other
public works, or serving as porters carrying heavy bundles of
merchandise to distant places.

In difficult times macehualtin conditions worsened in many ways.
Thus, for instance, during famines they had often to sell themselves or
their children as #latlacotin, a term the Spaniards translated as ‘slaves’.
However, in Mesoamerica slavery was very different from that prevailing
in the European wortld. In the days of the Mexicas a slave was sold for
a limited time: the slave himself, or his relatives, could obtain his
redemption. Children born to slaves were not considered slaves. On the
other hand, to become a slave incurred the risk of being chosen as a
human sacrifice, for the master had the right to offer his slaves for those
rituals.

To summarize: it is clear that the way of life of the macehualtin
differed radically from that of the pipiltin. The latter’s relations to the
available natural resources, their participation in production and in the
fruits obtained from it, their function in the public administration and
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their privileges, contrast strongly with the status of the people, the
commoners, so often described as the ‘ poor and miserable’ macehualtin.

The Aztec economy is difficult to study due to the scarcity of sources
which might permit quantification of the elements and forces affecting
production. There is no agreement on the total population figure for
Central Mexico, the states of Mexico, Hidalgo, Puebla, Tlaxcala,
Querétaro, Guanajuato, Michoacin, Colima, Jalisco, Guerrero and
Veracruz — recent estimates have ranged from 12 million to 25 million®
— nor on the number of persons involved in each area of production
in the various regions, towns and villages.

On the other hand there is at least reliable evidence about the
principal forms of specialization within the labour force. Thus we are
informed that there was a division of labour according to sex. The
agricultural tasks and the majority of craft production fell to men.
Women were assigned the household duties, including heavy work, like
the making of dough for tortillas, the flat maize pancakes, which
required long hours of labour over a grinding stone. Spinning and
weaving were also women’s tasks. We also know of other kinds of
specialization, for example, fishing and mining, as well as construction
(bricklayers, stone-dressers, carpenters and painters) and manufacturing
(potters, basket-makers, makers of mats and sandals and tanners). There
was 2 broad range of artisans producing utilitarian objects such as paper,
stone and wooden implements, canoes, or luxury items, principally for
members of the nobility and priesthood. Among the latter were
goldsmiths, feather workers, sculptors and the famous taheuilo or book
painters. It must be recalled that, while these specializations existed, the
great majority of the macehualtin devoted most of their time to the land.

Information about the natural resources upon which the Mexica
economy was based suffers from the same sort of limitation as that
relating to human resources. Although some sources provide quantita-
tive data, they are in the main merely descriptive. For example, in
dealing with agricultural land, although measurements are occasianally
given, it is more usual to find descriptions of type and use. Afoctli was
a term used to describe land with adequate water and of value for
agriculture, while cuaubtlalli, ‘lands of trees’, indicated the presence of
vegetable residue or mulched land. In the rather limited areas blessed
2 Sec Note on the native American population on the eve of the European invasions, CHL.A 1.
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with water and organic material, the cultivation of basic crops — corn,
beans, squash, chili — obviously prospered. There were also other lands
designated for specialized use, such as those called xochimilpan for
growing flowers. The variety of territories in one way or another under
Mexica rule included uncultivated lands which supported plants used
for medicine and others for food or for trees which provided wood for
construction. The animal population included aquatic species found in
the lakes and rivers and others obtainable for food either by hunting
or through selective breeding, as in the well-known case of the turkey.
The absence of other domestic animals (with the exception of the dog)
was, to a large degree, an obstacle to the development of a more efficient.
technology. As there were no beasts of burden or other animals which
could serve for pulling, the wheel was limited to use in some toys.

Gold, silvet, copper, tin and, probably to a lesser extent, lead, were the
metals known to Mesoamericans. Other minerals used were cinnabar
(mercury sulphate) and calcite (calcium carbonate), as well as various
mineral dyes, semi-precious and other types of stone.

The Mesoamericans, in spite of their achievements in art and
calendrical computation, did not excel as producers of implements.
Nevertheless, their tools were, in many ways, reasonably adequate. They
included utensils made from stone, such as hammers, knives, scrapers,
mortars, grindstones and other variously-shaped instruments. Others,
such as hooks, needles and skin-working implements, were made of
bone. Wood was used to make fire drills, arrows, darts, clubs and the
coa, or digging stick, used in agriculture. Later on, when metallurgy was
practised, copper axes, hoes, punches, knives and various weapons were
produced.

Agricultural techniques were varied. Apart from seasonal farming,
in which at times some kinds of fertilizer were employed, Mesoamerican
societies made use of systems of irrigation, terracing and, above all, in
the central region, introduced the famous chinampas, often described
as ‘floating gardens’. These were artificial structures of reed, covered
with fertile mud, anchored to the beds of the lakes with wooden posts.
Willow trees were planted on the chinampas to hold them in place. In
the extremely good soil of the chinampas the Mexicas grew flowers and
fresh vegetables in abundance.

Study of indigenous books like the Scroll of Tributes and Codex
Mendoza, allows us to appreciate the amount of goods that the
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subjugated calpulli (the basic unit of production), towns and polities
(considered as broader economic units) delivered to the rulers of
Tenochtitlan. It is no wonder that the Mexicas, in order to obtain
prompt and precise payment of tribute, developed such a complex
administrative apparatus.

Other elements of major importance in the economy of ancient Mexico
were the market places and the commerce carried out by the pochtecas
or merchants. Greatly impressed, some conquerors have provided us
in their chronicles with a picture of the principal market place of
Tlateloco, the town incorporated into Tenochtitlan. Most of the
products offered at the market were brought into the Aztec metropolis
by merchants or as tribute. At the same time, other manufactured
products were exported by the Mexicas. A factor that significantly
contributed to the expansion of commerce was the need to satisfy the
growing demands of a richer nobility and an extremely elaborate
religious life.

The pochtecas, who, as commoners, belonged to calpullis, soon became
aware of the importance of their functions. They transformed their
organization into a social entity comparable to a guild. Each guild had
its director (these were called pochtecatloque, ‘ chiefs of the pochtecas’)
and various categories of member. Among the latter were the Ogtomecas,
who were experts on far-off regions and spoke their languages. There
were 69 different categories of trader including traders in slaves,
precious metals, tobacco, cacao, animals, paper and corn.28

In addition to buying and selling, the merchants also dealt in various
types of contracts and loans, in order to make their business possible.
The ruler and members of the nobility, as well as some of the established
merchants (including some women), made loan contracts with those
who travelled to distant parts. Thus, an Aztec account records an
occasion on which King Ahuitzotl granted 1,600 mantles as a loan to
merchants on their way to the Pacific Coast. The mention of the small
mantles, called guachtli, refers to a particular kind of symbol of exchange.
They were, in fact, mantles of varying sizes, accepted as a sort of
monetary symbol since they were backed by the wealth and authority
of the Aztec huey tlatoani. There were also loans in the form of small
tubes full of gold, as well as sacks of cacao of various sizes.
% Abundant information about the Pochtecayot! or commerce is included in Book 1x of the FC.

See also, Bente Bittman and Thelma D. Sullivan, ‘ The Pochteca’, in Mesoamerican communication
routes and cultural contacts (Provo, Utah, 1978).
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The administration of the markets and the establishment of standards
of exchange were two important functions of the merchants. Moreover,
Ixtlilxochitl tells us that of the four supreme councils of government
‘the fourth council was that of the Treasury, wherein all the stewards
of the king and some of the most important merchants of the city met
to discuss Treasury matters and royal tributes.?” With the merchants
acting as economic advisers to the ruler, it is not surprising that they
acquired numerous privileges that made them almost equal to members
of the nobility. Besides having their own tribunals, they collected
tributes, frequently traded on behalf of the king, and acted as spies in
distant regions. Through their agency, commerce and the economy
generally expanded vigorously and contributed to the flourishing of
religious and cultural institutions. Conversely, religious and cultural
developments exerted considerable influence on society as a whole,
including the economy.

The prevailing religion in Mexico—Tenochtitlan at the time of the
Spanish conquest resulted from a long process of fusion and synthesis.
Nevertheless, it was far from being a mass of heterogeneous elements,
as the priests had worked hard to give it a functional order which
incorporated the world view and ideals of the Mexicas.

The world had existed not at one, but at various consecutive times.
The * first founding of the earth” had taken place thousands of year-counts
earlier. Four suns had existed. During these eras or ‘suns’, processes
of evolution had produced forms, each more perfect than the last, of
human beings, plants and foodstuffs. Four primordial forces (earth,
wind, water and fire), with a curious similarity to classical thought, had
ruled these ages until the arrival of the fifth or present epoch, that of
the ‘sun of movement’.

Perhapsevolving from the sunand earth cults, belief in an all-begetting
father and a universal mother as a supreme dual deity, developed.
Without losing his unity, in that the ancient hymns always invoked him
in the singular, this deity was known as Ometeot/: ‘the dual god’, he
and she of our flesh, Tonacatecubtli and Tonacacibuatl, who in a portentous
cosmic union engendered all creation.

The dual god was also ‘mother of the gods, father of the gods’. In
a first manifrstation of his own being his four sons were born: the white,
black, red and blue ‘smoking mirrors’. These gods constituted the
primordial forces which set the sun in motion and created life on earth.

*? Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, Obras bistéricas, 2 vols. (Mexico, 1891-2), 1, 211-18.
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They were also responsible for the four previous, cyclical destructions

of the world.
Although cataclysm was foretold as the final destiny of this, the fifth

age, the Mexicas did not lose interest in life. On the contrary, it spurred
them on in a remarkable way. Since it was a primeval sacrifice of the
gods that created and set in motion the sun, it was only through the
sacrifice of men that the present age could be preserved. The ‘people
of the sun’ took upon themselves the mission of furnishing it with the
vital energy found in the precious liquid which keeps man alive.
Sacrifice and ceremonial warfare to obtain victims for sacrificial rites
were their central activities, the very core of their personal, social,
military and political life.

There is good evidence that human sacrifices were performed in
Mesoamerica prior to the Mexicas, but apparently never before in such
great numbers. If the Mexica pipiltin believed that their mission was
thus to maintain the life of the sun, they realized too that, through their
wars to obtain victims, they also extended their dominion and satisfied
their growing economic demands.

Several other forms of cult addressed to the many gods worshipped
by the Mexicas are also described in the sources. A very special place
was reserved for those rites and ceremonies in honour of the Mother
Goddess, invoked with numerous titles, including the most generic
Tonantzin, ‘our Reverend Mother’. The importance of the Dea Mater
of the Mexica (and Mesoamericans in general) was clearly perceived by
the Spanish missionaries, some of whom did not reject the possibility
of a synthesis of the pre-Columbian concept with the beliefs related to
the Virgin Mary. A good example is the Virgin of Guadalupe, whose
shrine was built where that of Tonantzin used to be.

Native books and sixteenth-century transcriptions in indigenous lan-
guages of numerous texts previously preserved by oral tradition are
the repositories of Mesoamerican literatures. In them we find myths and
legends, ritual hymns, a variety of poems, discourses, chronicles and
historical accounts, the beginnings of dramatic composition, religious
doctrines and government proclamations. Through these texts an image
of the everyday life not only of the Mexicas but of several other peoples
can be attained. The following hymn speaks about the dual god;

In the place of authority,
in the place of authority, we command;
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it is the mandate of our Principal Lord,

Mirror which makes things show forth.

They are already on the way, they are prepared.
Intoxicate yourselves,

the God of Duality is acting,

the Inventor of Men,

Mirror which makes things show forth.28

Sometimes the words of the sages declare their beliefs but frequently,
also, their doubts. They recognize that life on earth is transitory and
that, in the end, everything must vanish. The following is an example
of these more personal forms of poetical composition:

Truly do we live on earth?

Not forever on earth; only a little while here.
Although it be jade, it will be broken,
Although it be gold, it is crushed,

Although it be guetgal feather, it is torn asunder.
Not forever on earth; only a little while here.?®

On the eve of the Spanish invasion, Mexico—Tenochtitlan, the Aztec
metropolis, was the administrative centre of a large and complex
political and socio-economic conglomerate. Various authors have, in
describing the political nature of this entity, employed terms like empire,
kingdom or confederation of chiefdoms and even of tribes. Most of the
old chiefdoms in the central plateau (like those of Chalco-Amaquemeca,
Cuitlahuac, Xochimilco, Coyohuacan and Culhuacan) and many more
in the areas of Hidalgo, Morelos, Guerrero, Puebla, Veracruz, Oaxaca,
Tabasco and Chiapas acknowledged Aztec rule. They were subject to
the Mexica metropolis in different ways. Nevertheless, even in the cases
in which the local rulers continued to govern their chiefdoms, they
recognized Mexico-Tenochtitlan as the central metropolis from which
commands and exactions originated, including the payment of tribute
and a variety of personal services, like the ‘ protection’ of the commercial
routes. The tutelary gods of the dominated chiefdoms shared in the fate
of their peoples. In Mexico—Tenochtitlan a temple existed, the coateocalli,
‘common house of the gods’, in which the tutelary deities of the subject
towns and provinces were kept: they were considered ‘ divine captives’.
Their destinies (fonalli) (as in the myth of Huitzilopochtli who incot-

8 Historia Tolteca—Chichimeca, Mexican Manuscript 46—58 bis, Bibliotheéque Nationale, Paris, fo.
36.

™ Collection of Mexican Songs, Aztec manuscript preserved in the National Library of Mexico, fo.
17.
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porated into his own the destinies of the Four Hundred Warriors of
the South) symbolized the prophesied destiny of the People of the Sun.
Moreover, Nahuatl became the lingua franca over a vast area of
Mesoamerica. The speakers of Otomi, Mazahua, Matlatzinca, Tepehua,
Totonac, Tlapanec, Mazatec, Mixtec, Zapotec, as well as various Mayan
languages like Chontal, Tzeltal and Tzotzil, agreed to employ the
language of the rulers in Tenochtitlan.

At the same time there were chiefdoms which had managed to resist
the penetration of the Mexicas. This was the case with the Purepechas
or Tarascans of Michoacan and the Tlaxcalans in the Central Plateau.
The latter, particularly, had developed a deep hatred of the Mexicas with
whom they were forced to fight periodically in the famous ‘Flower
Wars’, whose purpose was the supply of victims for sacrifice to the
Sun-Huitzilopochtli. Beyond the territories of direct Mexica influence,
in the southern and northern areas of what is now Mexico, a great
number of peoples preserved their own distinct cultural patterns. In the
south-east several chiefdoms of Maya language and culture (those
existing in Campeche, Yucatin, the Petén, Guatemala and Honduras),
or of Nahuatl tongue (in El Salvador and Nicaragua) maintained to
various degrees many elements of their ancient high culture, despite
their lack of any significant political organization. In the north-west,
beyond the rim of Mexica—Mesoamerica, a good number of speakers
of Uto-Aztecan languages had settled, among them, the Cora, Huichol,
Tepecano, Tepehuano, Mayo, Yaqui, Tarahumara, Pima and Opata.
Most of these groups lived in small villages, as sedentary agriculturists.
Their patterns of culture can be compared to those of the inhabitants
of central Mesoamerica in the Middle pre-Classic period.

Much-less developed groups lived in the bordering areas to the north
of the Central Plateau and to the north-east of Mesoamerica. Generically,
all the inhabitants of those regions were known to the Mexicas as the
Teochichimecs, that is, the authentic Chichimecs, the ‘wandering
peoples of the bow and arrow’. The Teochichimecs, it was frequently
recorded, had no villages, or houses, or cultivated fields. They were,
indeed, fearsome popolocas, a word conveying a meaning very close to
that of barbarians. In a distant past (during the Toltec age and perhaps
also in the Classic Period), the Mesoamericans had extended their
influence beyond the territories which became the possession of the
Teochichimecs. In the days of Mexico—Tenochtitlan no attempt to
expand into the north is recorded. It was left to the Spaniards
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(accompanied by Tlaxcalans and Mexicas) to conquer and settle the vast
span of the territories beyond Mesoamerica.

Thus, a mosaic of peoples, cultures and languages possessed the land
where Herndn Cortés and his 600 men were shortly to disembark. The
conqueror was soon to hear of the existence of the Mexicas. References
to them were made by the Mayas of Yucatin, the Chontals of Tabasco
and the Totonacs of Veracruz. Through the latter, and also particularly
through the Tlaxcalans, Cortés learned about the power and wealth of
the Aztec metropolis and of its rulers, in particular Moteuczoma. In his
writings (and in those of the other ‘soldier—chroniclers’) can be found
numerous references to the most obvious aspects of the political,
religious and socio-economic structures which supported the Mexica
grandeur. Although at times superficial or erroneous, the comments of
the Spanish conquerors coincide in several points with the evidence
derived from indigenous sources and from modern archaeological
research. The Spaniards certainly realized that in the middle of that
mosaic of peoples, cultures and languages, the Mexicas stood out as the
creators and rulers of a complex political entity, with as many contrasts
inside as outside its great metropolis. On the one hand, there were the
rich and powerful pipiltin served by the macehualtin; on the other,
radical differences were noticeable between the Mexica tlatoque ruling
in many towns and provinces subject to Tenochtitlanand the dispossessed
and obedient pipiltin and macehualtin of the peoples under Aztec
domination. Cortés soon understood the situation. Side by side with
the magnificence of the Aztec metropolis (he visited as a guest in 1519)
was the reality of imposed Mexica rule. He knew how deeply the
Totonacs, Tlaxcalans and many others, hated the Mexicas. He took
advantage of this and (without fully realizing it) played a key role in
the last chapter of the history of autonomous Mesoamerica. The
enemies of Tenochtitlan believed the Spaniards were siding with them.
In this belief they succeeded in defeating the Mexicas, not knowing for
a while that their foreign allies were the only ones to profit from such
a victory. The Spanish order — political, religious, socio-economic —
inexorably implanted was to affect equally Mexicas, Tlaxcalans and all
other Mesoamericans.
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THE INDIANS OF THE CARIBBEAN
AND CIRCUM-CARIBBEAN AT THE END
OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

At the end of the fifteenth century A.p. the lands surrounding the
Caribbean Sea were densely populated with people who were frequently
organized into rank societies or chiefdoms of varying degrees of
complexity. Among these polities two major spheres of political
interaction can be delineated. The centre of one was the northern half
of Colombia, with lower Central America (Panama and Costa Rica) and
northern Venezuela as regional extensions to west and east, respectively.
The centre of the other was the islands of Hispaniola and Puerto Rico
in the Greater Antilles including Jamaica and Cuba. Geographically
intermediate between these areas of higher political development, and
in some ways linking them culturally, were the peoples of the Lesser
Antilles, north-eastern Venezuela and the Venezuelan Janos (plains)
north and west of the Orinoco river whose organization was less
complex. On the periphery of the circum-Caribbean territories, that is,
in eastern Nicaragua and Honduras, the Orinoco delta, and small
portions of Cuba and Hispaniola, a few societies continued to exist at
a still lower, tribal, level of cultural development.

Circum-Caribbean rank societies were composed of two social sectors
of elites and commoners, hierarchically related. Hereditary membership
in one or the other sector, together with additional distinctions in social
status recognized particularly among members of the elite, conferred
differential rights, obligations, and privileges on individuals and groups.
For example, persons of high rank controlled select aspects of the
production, distribution and consumption of resources. They supervised
social relations within their group by periodic public admonishments
and by authorizing sanctions for serious wrongdoing. They led squad-
rons of warriors into battle against external opponents. In these respects
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elite activities helped to unite all members of society into a single polity;
perhaps also into an integrated economic whole.

Other aspects of elite behaviour, however, emphasized the distinc-
tions between commoners and those of high estate. Particularly
significant in this context were the more exclusive or esoteric interests
and practices associated with the acquisition and expression of elite
power and authority. The search for power and authority was often
conducted within the context of the supernatural, for awesome contacts
with deities and sacred forces in supernaturally distant realms conveyed
an analogous aura of sacredness and supremacy upon the ruler. Rulers
probably also sought equally prestigious contacts, comparable to those
effected with the supernatural, with other ‘sacred’ rulers living in
geographically remote regions which, by virtue of their distance, were
also “sacred’ lands.?

Contacts with geographically and supernaturally distant places and
peoples, and the superior knowledge and power they imparted, were
given material expression by various sumptuary privileges assumed by
the elite. Among these were the right to acquire, circulate and display
rare and valuable ‘luxury’ goods, often in the form of personal
adornments, which frequently derived from geographically distant
‘sacred’ realms. Elites and especially chiefs were also clad in excep-
tionally fine textiles, transported in litters and sometimes affected special
‘languages’ distinct from the vernacular. In life they dwelt apart from
ordinary people in large and elaborately decorated elite centres or
compounds and in death were buried in tombs richly stocked with elite
goods including, not infrequently, a few sacrificed retainers or wives.
The interests and activities of the common population, in contrast, were
more localized spatially and were concerned with more mundane
matters of daily subsistence and kin group well-being. Their adornments
were fewer, their homes less elaborate and their burials simpler than
those of their lords.

The cultural variety which characterized the circum-Caribbean as a
whole was mirrored on a smaller scale in the cultural complexities of
constituent regions. Colombia is a major case in point. By A.D. 1500
the organizational diversity of the numerous rank societies distributed
throughout its three Andean cordilleras and the Caribbean lowlands

! The relationship between supernatural distance and geographical distance is discussed further
in Mary W. Helms, Ancient Panama: chiefs in search of power (Austin, Texas, 1979).
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was matched only by the heterogeneous topography and physiography
of the country itself.

The highest levels of political development and regional influence
were attained by a cluster of polities, including those of the Muisca or
Chibcha, situated in highland basins of the Cordillera Oriental; of the
so-called Tairona peoples, located along the Caribbean coast and in the
adjacent foothills of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in extreme
north-eastern Colombia; and of the Cenu, established in the north
Colombian savannahs. Possibly the chiefdom of Dabeiba, situated in the
northern Cordillera Occidental, and some of the Quimbaya polities on
the western slopes of the Cordillera Central in the middle Rio Cauca
region also held key positions of regional influence, although the level
of political elaboration reached by Dabeiba and the Quimbaya societies
was not as great as that achieved by the Muisca, Cend and Tairona.
Additional polities of comparable regional significance undoubtedly
existed, including Tamalameque, on the lower Magdalena River not far
from its confluence with the Rio César and Thamara, somewhere on
the Rio César.

Surrounding these focal polities of highest political elaboration or
greatest regional influence were relatively smaller, often rather militant,
and perhaps less complex societies, whose leaders’ prestige and authority
may have derived to a considerable extent from their involvement in
networks of elite associations which centred upon the focal polities. In
at least one region, a rather secluded section of the middle Magdalena
river valley, rank societies were apparently absent, possibly because of
the inability of local tribal leaders to interact effectively in the association
networks which sustained the high position of political elites elsewhere.

The powerful position enjoyed by rulers of the Muisca, Tairona and
Cenu, and the prestige held by the lords of Dabeiba and the major
Quimbaya polities, was heralded in part by these leaders’ access to or
control over certain scarce and highly valued resources, either naturally
occurring or crafted, which were greatly desired by elites throughout
the country and, accordingly, were widely distributed through the
networks of elite associations. For example, the highland domains of
the Muisca included emerald mines and the coastal domains of the
Tairona yielded fine sea shells. The Spanish conguistadores found Muisca
emeralds in Tairona, while Taironian sea shells adorned distant Muisca
chiefs and hung before the doorways of their dwelling compounds. The
Muisca, the Cenu and the Tairona were famous, too, for the fine textiles
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and delicate gold and tumbaga pieces crafted by skilled specialists
working under the authority of the elite. These goods were also widely
distributed, as was salt prepared by the Muisca from highland salt
springs and by the Tairona and Ceni from coastal sources. Similatly,
the lord of Dabeiba was renowned for the gold pieces crafted at his elite
centre, which were distributed through elite networks as far away as
Panama. In like fashion, the Quimbaya realm included productive gold
fields and salt springs, and Quimbaya craftsmen were highly skilled in
weaving and probably also in metallurgy. Once again, salt, textiles and
gold and tumbaga objects were exchanged both with neighbouring
peoples and with more distant groups.

The lords of lesser chiefdoms surrounding these focal polities were
drawn into the elite exchange network in various ways. In some cases
they were able to inject a vital resource, such as salt, into the
distributional flow, receiving in turn valued elite goods produced
elsewhere. Alternatively, these lesser lords controlled local production
of raw materials required by craftsmen at major elite centres. Highland
Muisca weavers, for example, depended on raw cotton grown in lower
tierra templada and tierra caliente zones of the Cordillera Oriental and
middle Magdalena river valley by non-Muisca peoples, who exchanged
local raw materials for finished products from the highlands. Similatly,
the populace of some Quimbaya polities produced raw cotton, while
other Quimbayan groups specialized in spinning and weaving. Muisca
goldsmiths acquired raw metal from mining peoples further south on
the upper Magdalena river in exchange for salt, textiles and emeralds.
The metallurgists of Dabeiba, of the lowland Ceni and of the Quimbaya
acquired much of their raw gold from the cacigues directing the famous
Buritican mines high in the Medellin area of the rugged Central
Cordillera in exchange for finished gold pieces, agricultural products,
salt, textiles, dried fish and war captive slaves, all of which undoubtedly
enhanced the power of the local lords.

The records also indicate logistical means whereby lords of the lesser
domains played their part in operating the far-flung elite distribution
networks. For example, at one point on the lengthy trail connecting the
Buritican mines with the elite crafting centres of the northern lowlands
local lords controlled a vital bridge across the Rio Cauca and extracted
a toll from those who wished to pass.? Other local lords, particularly

* Luis Duque Gémez, Prebistoria, tomo 1i, Tribus indigenas y sitios arqueoldgicos (Bogotd, 1967),
207-8.
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those situated between major highland and lowland elite centres, may
have benefited from roles as middlemen in the exchange of interior
mountain goods and lowland products. A number of sites on the
borders of contrasting ecological zones or between major watersheds
served as central exchange points to which elite representatives, often
termed ‘merchants’ in the European literature, brought valued products
from interior mountains and from coastal or interior lowlands. Such
exchange centres included Tahami on the Cauca river close to the
Magdalena rivershed, where mountain foothills approach northern
lowlands, Tamalameque on the lower Magdalena close to the confluence
with the Rio César, Sorocota on the northern borders of Chibcha
territory close to the middle Magdalena, and Ibaqué in the heights of
the Central Cordillera where Quimbaya peoples of the Cauca valley met
with emissaries from the Magdalena valley and the Muisca domain. It
is very likely that the local lords of these exchange localities benefited
politically from the barter, particularly if they guaranteed the ‘peace of
the market’ (for border zones could be places of warfare) for those who
came from near and far to exchange goods.

Although the words ‘merchants’ and ‘market’ appear above, it must
be emphasized that the regional and long-distance elite contacts which
were given material expression in the exchange of valued resources had
political and ideological, as much as, or perhaps even more than,
economic significance. Many of the scarce and valued goods exchanged,
not only the emeralds, gold pieces and fine textiles but also such
products as salt, dried fish and war captive slaves, were most likely
highly charged with political-religious symbolism signifying the sacred-
ness, efficacy and authority of chiefship. There is evidence that the
mining of gold and of emeralds was a sacred activity, requiring
preparatory ritual; weaving was apparently regarded in this light too.
Furthermore, at elite centres such as Dabeiba, the Cenud capitals of
Finzenu and Ayapel, Guatavita in the Muisca realm and many others
the dwelling places for chiefs and priests and the centres for the crafting
of sumptuary goods were directly associated with shrines or temples.
These sites also served as places of pilgrimage or as elite necropolises.
Finally, to the extent that, in chiefdom cosmologies, geographical
distance was correlated with supernatural distance, as was suggested
in the introduction, sacred significance accrued to all goods derived
from, and activities associated with, regions and peoples remote from a
given political centre. Factors such as these should warn against
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a strictly economic interpretation of pre-Columbian long-distance
exchange.

The densely populated and highly complex chiefdoms of the Muisca,
Tairona and Cenii rested on an extremely productive subsistence base
with intensive agriculture and fishing, and with hunting as a significant
supplementary activity. The fertile and well-watered a/tip/anos inhabited
by the Muisca produced a variety of agricultural products, including
potatoes and quinoa, some of which were probably grown on ridged
planting beds raised above the wet basin floors to regulate moisture.
Hillsides may have been terraced or cultivated by slash-and-burn
techniques. Rich aquatic resources, particularly fish and water fowl,
were available in rivers and bodies of stagnant water, or pantanos,
scattered throughout the valleys. Special fish ponds were constructed
in pantanos and on rivers too. The Spaniards also commented on the
abundance of deer in the Muisca territory, but deer hunting was an
activity restricted to elites.

Both venison and the contributions of agricultural produce tendered
by heads of local kinship and territorial groups (#/2) to community
leaders, and by them to higher lords, were kept in storehouses (which
also held weapons and sumptuary goods such as goldwork) built in the
enclosed dwelling compound of the lord. These foodstuffs supported
priests and warriors on duty and probably provided comestibles for
periodic ceremonies and celebrations. In addition to gifts of produce,
the local populace accorded personal services to the local lord, cultivat-
ing his fields and building his enclosure and dwelling place.

The population and ceremonial centres of the Cent chiefdoms were
located near the major rivers which crossed the northern lowlands close
to large céiénagas or seasonal lakes. Typically they were surrounded by
grassy savannah which eventually gave way to wooded hill slopes. It
is likely that slash-and-burn agriculture was practised on these wooded
slopes at the outer margins of the savannahs. Possibly a more intensive
and permanent type of agriculture was conducted on ridged fields
situated on the margins of c#énagas and on the backslopes of natural
levees along the major rivers. The rivers themselves provided extra-
ordinarily rich fishing, and both rivers and ciénagas supported a
tremendous diversity of edible land and water life, including turtles,
manatee, iguanas, caimen, capybara, paca and waterfowl. The grassy
savannahs supported deer, rabbits, peccary and ground birds. These
abundant resources provisioned the general population living in small
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communities scattered over upland interfluves and the elite inhabiting
the large crafting and ceremonial centres.

The inhabitants of the well-ordered towns and temple-filled cere-
monial centres of the Tairona used ditch and canal irrigation to water
the fields and stone-supported terraces that covered the lower slopes
of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta for many miles. Arboriculture,
hunting and, particularly, fishing augmented the diverse and abundant
agricultural products.

Judging from the reports of the conquistadores, even the lands of
smaller or relatively less important polities were well populated and well
cultivated, sometimes by swidden techniques, sometimes by local
irrigation or ridged field systems. Fishing and hunting were also cited
as productive enterprises in virtually all regions. In the middle Cauca
valley, to take one more example, the river proper and adjacent
marshlands of the hot valley floor yielded excellent fishing, while the
cooler mountain slopes provided well-drained and probably fairly
permanent kitchen gardens close to comfortable and defensible house
sites situated near streams and springs. Extensive field and tree plots
and a variety of wild game were available farther upslope.

The basic culture patterns and political forms characteristic of the
northern Colombian Andes and Caribbean lowlands were also found
in lower Central America (Costa Rica and Panama) and in northern
Venezuela. On the basis of the distribution of goldwork and other
sumptuary goods it is further postulated that elites of both these regions
engaged in long-distance confacts with the elite centres of those
portions of Colombia closest to their territories. In this sense lower
Central America and northern Venezuela may be regarded as part of
a complex political-ideological interaction sphere affecting the diverse
elite systems of much of north-western South America and lower
Middle America.

The narrow stretch of land composing Panama and Costa Rica
contains interior mountain ranges descending on both the Caribbean
and Pacific versants to varying amounts of coastal lowlands. Frequently
the domain under the control of a given chief included an ecologically
diverse strip of land centring on one ot more river valleys and extending
from interior mountain heights to lowland littoral. In some cases these
lands were divided, with interior mountain territory under the control
of one lord while lower slopes and coastal shores were controlled by
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another. Available evidence suggests that a chief’s domain tended to
include the territory within one-half to one day’s travel from the centre
of power.

Judging from the Spanish accounts, the highest level of organizational
complexity evidenced by the several dozen rank societies of lower
Central America was closer to that attained by Dabeiba or by the larger
Quimbaya chiefdoms in Colombia than to the polities of the Muisca,
Cenu or Tairona, whose elite centres were significantly more elaborate
than any described for Panama or Costa Rica. Furthermore, there are
no indications of intensive irrigation or ridged field agricultural
techniques for lower Central America. Instead swidden horticulture
with digging sticks predominated on the open lowlands and slopes of
the sierras. There is some evidence, however, that women and children
captured in war were used as agricultural labourers. If so, even
slash-and-burn agriculture might have been notably productive.

Additional foodstuffs derived from pejivalle palms and other fruit-
bearing trees and from land game and wild fowl. River and ocean fish,
manatee and sea turtle were particularly abundant too. Indeed, the rich
aquatic resources of rivers and ocean were as fundamental as agriculture
to the support of the sizeable populations indicated by the conguistadores.
No regular chiefly tribute was collected in lower Central America,
although personal services and labour were expected when the chief
requested them for house building, for planting, fishing or hunting for
his use and at time of war. On such occasions the lord distributed food
and drink from storehouses replete with dried meat and fish, agricultural
produce and various fermented drinks or chichas.

In Panama and Costa Rica, as in Colombia, a cluster of highly
influential focal polities can again be discerned. Each regionally
dominant lord was in turn supported by a political hinterland of allied
or subordinate elites whose ties with the central ruler were sometimes
strengthened by marriage, for polygyny was common among elites both
here and in Colombia. The elite centres of the focal polities were situated
at strategic locations on major travel routes by which long-distance
contacts and the exchange of valued scarce resources were effected. In
Panama, for example, the lord of the town of Darién on the Gulf of
Urabid received gold from Dabeiba via the Rio Atrato. Similarly, the
elite centre of Comogte, strategically situated in the Sierra del Darién
at the headwaters of the Rio Bayano and Rio Chucunaque, received
pearls and raw gold from Pacific coastal regions and south-west Panama

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Caribbean and Circum-Caribbean Indians 47

in return for textiles and war captive slaves. The capital town of
Veragua, close to the Caribbean coast in north-western Panama, was
another busy exchange centre where hammered gold pieces were
crafted. In Costa Rica the renowned lords of the so-called Eastern
Guétar and Western Guétar controlled domains strategically situated
in or near the mesa central, in the mountainous heartland of central Costa
Rica, close to headwaters of two major travelways, the Rio Reventazan,
which flows into the Caribbean, and the Rio Grande de Terraba, which
courses to the Pacific.

Although much of the raw gold, pearls, textiles and other products
exchanged among lower Central American elites probably remained in
the region, some undoubtedly moved into north-western South America
through contacts between Panamanian regional elites and the lords of
nearby Colombian centres such as Dabeiba and Cend. Elite valuables,
including cast gold and tumbaga ornaments, were probably received in
return by lower Central American lords. This argument rests largely
on the fact that, although quantities of elaborate cast gold and tumbaga
pieces are known from pre-Columbian Panama and Costa Rica, there
are no data in the sixteenth-century records clearly indicating the
practice of complex metallurgy, including alloying or casting, in Panama
or Costa Rica at that time, although this possibility cannot be
dismissed.3

Both the culture patterns and the topography of northern Venezuela
were not unlike those of lower Central America. The Colombian
Cordillera Oriental extends into this territory, breaking into several
smaller mountain chains. One range, the Sierra de Perija, extends along
the western side of Lake Maracaibo, while a second, the Cordillera de

? Fora fuller discussion of the author’s position on this controversial question, see Helms, Ancient
Panama. The documents do indicate that raw gold was available in lower Central America and
that simple hammering was practised by craftsmen at the regional centres of Darién and Veragua
and at mountain sites close to Comogre. Surface enrichment of tumbaga pieces by the acid
bath process known as mise-en-coulesr is noted, too, and could be interpreted as evidence for
casting. Surface treatment of alloys by various methods was a separate and distinct development
in South American metallurgy, however, and its use in lower Central America need not
automatically indicate casting. See Heather Lechtman, ‘Issues in Andean metallurgy’, paper
read at the Conference on South American Metallurgy, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, 1975.
Alternatively, it should be noted that data from the early seventeenth century give evidence
of tumbaga-casting in the Talamancan region of south-eastern Costa Rica, and circumstantial
cvidence from the sixteenth century allows the possibility that more complex metallurgy was
practised at a Talamancan regional centre at the time of initial European contact. See the report
of Fray Agustin de Zevallos in Ledn Ferndndez, Coleccidn de documentos para la bistoria de Costa
Rica (Paris, 1886), v, 158—9. Recently, too, a casting mould has been found in Guanacaste, Costa
Rica.
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Merida or Venezuelan Andes, stretches north-east along the southern
end of the lake and then, under the name of the Cordillera de la Costa,
runs parallel to the Caribbean coast of northern Venezuela. According
to sixteenth-century accounts, the Venezuelan Andes and the Cordillera
de la Costa were the most densely populated sections of the country.
The populace formed rank societies whose organization may well have
been more complex than is indicated by the ethnohistorical data
remaining to us, since massive European slaving had drastically reduced
most northern Venezuelan societies by the early sixteenth century.

In the high, #ierra fria portions of the Venezuelan Andes intensive
agriculture utilizing terracing and irrigation and supplemented by
hunting supported a dense population. Weaving, salt production and
crafting of nephrite and serpentine provided sumptuary resources both
for local elite use and for regional exchange with the lowlands closer
to Lake Maracaibo. Textiles and salt also probably facilitated the
long-distance contacts which yielded rough stone for crafting and
finished golden pendants. The latter probably derived from adjacent
portions of Colombia, readily contacted by the Rio Espiritu Santo, since
as yet there is no clear evidence of metallurgy in north-western
Venezuela. These activities, together with sacred shrines and complex
burials, suggest a general cultural pattern and, perhaps, level of political
organization broadly comparable to those of the Tairona of north-eastern
Colombia.

On the lower slopes of the Venezuelan Andes, in the tierra templada,
hoe agriculture, rather than irrigation, predominated and burials were
simpler than in the fierra fria zone. The general level of political
development here invites comparisons with the more modestly organ-
ized Panamanian chiefdoms or with the polities of the Cauca valley of
Colombia. Yet it is likely that the elites of these lower mountain regions
had achieved considerable status, perhaps benefiting politically from
roles as middlemen in the exchange of highland and lowland resources
between tierra fria groups and those residing in the Lake Maracaibo
lowlands or, for those resident on the southern slopes of the mountains,
between tierra fria peoples and lowland groups of the Venezuelan /anos.

Around Lake Maracaibo the main subsistence activities were fishing
in the lake itself and adjacent rivers and lagoons and agriculture and
hunting in the fertile lacustrine and riverine lowlands near the lake.
Although hunting, fishing, gathering and agriculture were all pursued
to varying degrees by the diverse peoples of the lake and interior
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regions, nonetheless, notable economic symbioses existed both between
lake fishermen and lowland agriculturists and between these agricultural
groups and mountain peoples in the ranges to south and west.

East of Lake Maracaibo numerous rank societies apparently flourished
along the coast and paralleling mountain ranges of northern Venezuela,
each polity probably being composed of an ecologically diverse strip
of land extending from mountains to sea, as was common in Panama.
Marine products were abundant, and mountain agriculture included
canal irrigation. Numerous fortified towns were also situated along the
banks of the Yaracuy river, which facilitated travel between the coast
and the irrigated Barquisimeto valley in the interior. The nearby
Cojedes river extended travel routes to llanos peoples to the south.
Sumptuary elite goods, including gold pieces and pearls, indicate that
northern Venezuelan elite long-distance networks ultimately reached
the llanos to the south, Colombia to the west, and the ‘Pearl Coast’ of
Venezuela further east.

Spanish accounts indicate that warfare was conducted as actively as
exchange in these northern reaches of Venezuela. Here, as in Colombia
and lower Central America, militancy produced captives who could be
exchanged for other valuables, such as salt or coca, and who were also
expected to serve as labourers for the conquering community. The
economic significance of this added manpower is not clear, but
agricultural productivity could have been increased significantly. The
data also strongly suggest, however, that warfare, like long-distance
exchange, was conducted for the political benefit of war leaders and
other elites as much as, or more than, for economic gain. Captives, like
other valuable goods, carried political and ideological as much as
economic significance. Such persons were not regarded as impersonal
slaves. Indeed, captives were often incorporated into their captors’
groups by marriage, and the children of these unions became fully
legitimate members of society.

The richness and diversity of natural resources and the circumscribing
factors inherent in rugged topography undoubtedly influenced the
development of rank societies in the mountainous islands of the Greater
Antilles, as they did elsewhere in the circum-Caribbean. Here, as in
Panama, northern Venezuela and portions of Colombia, many chiefdoms
centred on fertile mountain valleys traversed by rivers running from
interior mountain heights to the sea and providing access to the
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resources of the littoral, cultivable grasslands, and waterways. A few
polities seem to have been located on the upper portions of rivers in
mountainous, interior country away from direct contact with lower
savannahs and coastal reaches, but with equivalent benefits from small
yet well-watered highland basins.

The Spanish chroniclers emphasized the bountiful subsistence re-
sources available to the islanders. River, lake and ocean fish, land birds
and water fowl, crabs, lobsters, sea turtles and manatee were all
abundant, although game, in contrast, was limited. Some of these wild
resources were husbanded; there is mention of artificial fish and turtle
enclosures and of large compounds for land birds. The islanders also
intensively cultivated the fertile river valleys and, to a lesser degree,
grassy savannahs, producing a number of food staples and useful
materials, including cotton and tobacco. Not surprisingly, given the
wealth of protein-rich fish, fowl and other aquatic animals, starchy root
crops formed the primary agricultural staples, although a range of other
foods were grown too. Plots were cleared by slash-and-burn techniques
and planted with digging sticks. Where conditions allowed, the soil was
heaped into rows of large flat-topped hills or montones which may have
improved and stabilized drainage. In valleys on the leeward side of
Hispaniola, however, where annual rainfall is low, ditch irrigation was
practised.

Some agricultural, fishing and hunting activities were directed by the
elite, probably to provision specific feasts and other elite-directed public
functions. At harvest the population also offered gifts of first fruits to
the chiefs. In addition, certain foods were reserved for the elite,
including iguanas and a particular type of cassava cake.® Most of the
sumptuary goods which identified and glorified the Antillean elite were
also produced within the islands, and it is not clear to what extent
Antillean lords were engaged in long-distance contacts. They did
exchange various prestige items among themselves in recognition of
alliances, such as marriage, and as tokens of respect and esteem. These
exchanges extended to nearby inter-island contacts, which were both
numerous and frequent.

The elite of certain polities exercised some control over local
production of specific valuables and, presumably, benefited politically

4 Iguanas were symbolically associated with lordship by the ancient Maya and, probably, by
pre-Columbian Panamanians as well as the elites of the Greater Antilles. See Mary W. Helms,
‘Iguanas and crocodilians in tropical American mythology and iconography with special
reference to Panama’, Joxrnal of Latin American Lore, 3 (1977), s1-132.
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by their distribution to a wider region. For example, rich salt beds on
the southern coast of Puerto Rico may have been associated with the
domain of the highest chief of the island, who also lived on this
particular coast because of its fishing advantages. Similarly, the domain
of a leading cacica of western Hispaniola included the off shore island
of Guahaba where women fashioned elaborately carved basins, platters,
stools (dubos) and other items for elite use from a black wood, perhaps
of the ebony family, which took a high polish.

Finely woven textiles decorated with coloured stones and small gold
pieces were also used to indicate elite status. Placer gold, which existed
in Hispaniola, Puerto Rico and Cuba, was hammered into thin sheets
and leaves for helmets, ear and nose pieces, and other body ornaments.
Since there is no evidence for casting or other complex metallurgical
skills in the islands, the small amounts of tumbaga that are known from
the Greater Antilles must have derived from mainland South America,
presumably through a network of elite contacts. Similar associations
may have provided the nephrite, jadeite, calcite and other stones made
into strings of beads highly prized by elites.

Elite settlements were composed of twelve to fifteen large, conical
structures each housing, probably, a kin group of several families most
of whom may have been related to the chief whose large and elaborately
decorated dwelling place formed the focus of the elite centre. (Com-
moners’ house clusters were typically located near rivers or on the
savannahs near fields.) In front of the chief’s abode a flat or levelled
plaza was generally located for public functions. Some of these plazas
also served as playing courts for a team ball game called batey. At times
batey games included contests between teams representing competitive
and rivalrous chiefs. Formal warfare, ostensibly over such matters as
trespassing on hunting or fishing rights, or a breach of marriage
agreement between one lord and another lord’s sister or daughter, also
served as a vehicle for expressing chiefly power to elite rivals.

A successful chief was supported by a large consanguineous descent
group and, through polygyny, had numerous affinal ties to other elite
families. He was also a successful war leader and the proud owner of
an elaborately decorated dugout canoe suitable for sea travel and
capable of carrying as many as so men or more. A lotd’s expertise as
war leader and canoe owner testified to his ability as an organizer and
leader of men, whether into battle on land or into the hazards of ocean
travel to near or distant lands. However, the sacred z6omorphic and
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anthropomorphic symbols (cemris) painted on warriors’ bodies, beaten
onto pieces of gold worn by elites in battle, and carved and painted on
canoes and innumerable other objects, testified that these and other
chiefly cipabilities were thought to derive fundamentally from supet-
natural powers. They were therefore expressions of sacred forces as
much as declarations of human rivalries and ambitions. Association with
sacred esoteric powers, in turn, further legitimized the role of a chief
as an anomalous being who stood between society and higher sacred
realms. It is understandable, then, that in the Greater Antilles and
throughout the circum-Caribbean a lord’s responsibilities also included
the obligation to ‘travel’ by means of trance to distant sacred realms
above and below the earth to discourse with supernatural beings
concerning the affairs of the populace under his charge and to gain
prophetic insight into future events.

Evidence about the native cultures of the Lesser Antilles is primarily
derived from early seventeenth-century observations on the islands of
Dominica, Guadeloupe and St Christopher. This information indicates
that the indigenous Callinago, or so-called Island Carib, did not achieve
the complex hierarchical social and political organization characteristic
of their Greater Antillean neighbours. Instead, the Callinago maintained
a more tribal or egalitarian socio-political organization, although
specific political and ideological elements elaborated in Greater Antillean
culture are also found here, albeit in simpler form.

By virtue of their island habitats the Callinago also enjoyed access
to the rich resources of the Caribbean Sea. Fish, lobsters and crabs, sea
turtles and manatee were dietary staples. So were agoutis, the most
important land animal. Sea products and land game were complemented
by slash-and-burn root crop agriculture.

Callinago settlements were small, containing approximately 30 to 100
individuals and, typically, were located close to a freshwater river. A
village was usually composed of the extended family of a leading ‘man
of importance’ who resided virilocally with his several wives, for
headmen practised polygyny and also received women captured in war.
His married daughters and their children and husbands lived there, too,
since men other than headmen lodged uxorilocally.? In physical form

8 Virilocal residence refers to a pattern of marital residence in which the married couple become
part of the husband’s natal houschold or community. In uxorilocal marital residence the couple
joins the natal household or community of the wife.
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a village included a capacious community house set in the midst of a
clearing where the headman, his sons-in-law and older boys spent their
days when they were at home. Surrounding this large structure were
a number of small sleeping and kitchen quarters, one for each wife and
her daughters and young sons.

A village headman’s position of leadership was largely expressed in
the size of his family and particularly in his control over unmarried sons
and resident sons-in-law, who cleared gardens, built houses and went
fishing for him. Headmen were also likely to have wives in other
villages, even on other islands, whom they periodically visited. Such
ties presumably extended a leader’s sphere of personal influence beyond
his immediate community. Warfare, usually against other Antillean
peoples far from home, even against groups on Trinidad or the adjacent
South American mainland, was another avenue leading to political
prestige for those few whose endurance and bravery on raids and
wisdom as war counsellors led to their acceptance as war leaders. Men
who owned and directed the large canoes in which the long journeys
to opponents’ islands were made also held positions of honour and
influence.

Successful warfare, in the form of surprise raids, netted prestige for
victorious warriors and valuable long-distance booty including captive
women who were delivered by the young warriors to their fathers and
grandfathers to serve as wives. The children of these women became
fully legitimate community members, and it is likely that acquisition of
captive women and control over their children assisted a village
headman to develop his political base of sons and sons-in-law.

The three routes to political influence in Callinago society — direction
of a large family with many sons-in-law, war leadership and canoe
ownership — were considered separate activities and could be held by
different men whose influence was restricted to those specific situations
requiring their particular expertise. It may be assumed, however, that
the most successful Callinago leaders, including those few who were
accorded wider regional recognition,® were men who were able to
achieve several of these positions. It is noteworthy that in the Greater
Antilles the more developed role of chief combined all three of these
leadership factors into a single position.

Successful Callinago leaders, like Greater Antillean chiefs, gave

¢ Sec Douglas Taylor, ‘Kinship and social structure of the Island Carib’, Sostbwestern Journal of
Abntbropology, 2 (1946), 181.
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material evidence of their status through adornment with valued
ornaments, although sumptuary goods were used on a smaller scale than
was common in the large islands. The most valued and prestigious items
derived from the distant localities where warriors ventured. Foremost
among these were the crescent-shaped golden chest plates, or caracoli,
worn by leaders and their sons and acquired by exchange and raid from
the north-eastern South American mainland.

The travels of the Callinago led them to the general region of Cumand,
the Gulf of Paria and the Orinoco delta, where contacts could be made
with mainland peoples of north-eastern Venezuela, the eastern llanos
and the lower Orinoco, as well as with groups from the Guianas further
south. The populace of the north-east coast and adjacent Macizo
Oriental, sustained by abundant fish and productive agriculture, were
again organized into rank societies, although the polities toward the
Gulf of Paria appear to have been smaller and organized in a less
complex way than those further west. The contrast is exemplified by
comparing the annually elected war chiefs of the Paria area with the
regional lord of the Unare valley, Guaramental, who maintained a large,
well-fortified elite centre with streets and plazas, storehouses for food
and weapons and dwelling compounds for his many wives and sons and
their retainers.

The low, open Unare river valley joins the interior llanos or
savannahs of eastern Venezuela to the Caribbean coast and the mountain
ranges running parallel to it to west and east. Undoubtedly the prestige
and power of the dominant lord of this valley reflected his strategic
position on an important travel and exchange route. Evidence from
north-eastern Venezuela in general, indicates that a number of regional
products, including fish, coca-lime paste, salt from the Araya peninsula
and pearls from the waters around Cumand, Cubagua and Isla de
Margarita, were exchanged with peoples of more distant areas who
offered in return maize, slaves and small pieces of worked gold said to
derive from a coastal country six days travel to the west.

Among those contacting the north-eastern exchange centres were
Carib from the eastern llanos lying between the coastal Macizo Oriental
and the lower Orinoco river. Here again, as among the Callinago or
Island Carib of the Lesser Antilles, political leadership was based on
prowess in warfare and on control of groups of kinsmen and war
captives. The women conducted subsistence agriculture along streams
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and rivers, while the men hunted deer in the grassy mesas between river
valleys and travelled widely to the Antilles, along the coasts of Guiana
and Venezuela and along the Orinoco river system in order to raid and
trade. Raiding and trading provided the Carib with a variety of useful
resources including numerous war captives who, if men, were either
ritually sacrificed or incorporated into Carib communities as sons-in-law,
or, if women, were employed either in agriculture or as labourers on
the long-distance excursions undertaken by Carib men.

The famed trading and raiding activities of the eastern llanos Carib were
part of much larger and very complex networks of regional symbiosis
and long-distance contacts which extended the length of the Orinoco
river system. These associations involved the numerous sedentary
populations of gallery forest and riverine floodplain agriculturists, the
specialized river-fishing peoples resident along tributaries and the
nomadic hunter-gatherers of the extensive interfluvial grasslands of the
Venezuelan and eastern Colombian llanos lying north and west of the
Orinoco. Distinctive bands of hunter-gatherers and particular com-
munities of riverine agriculturists were linked in long-standing
symbiotic relationships which provided agricultural resources for the
hunter-gatherers and various palm products, wild fruits and meat for
the horticulturists. These exchanges were effected at the agriculturists’
villages through an elaborate system of somewhat strained hospitality
frequently augmented by quick garden raids by the hunter-gatherers.
Fishing communities entered this system by exchanging dried fish for
agricultural produce. Such fish were particularly important for non-
fishing groups during the rainy season when other foods were scarce.

Fishing groups also controlled dry season fishing camps at selected
beaches and islands on the middle and upper Orinoco and its major
tributaries where immense numbers of arras turtles congregated an-
nually to lay eggs. At such times thousands of other natives, both
agriculturists and foragers, also travelled from near and far to the turtle
beaches to collect turtle eggs and oil and to hunt the various forest
animals which also came to the beaches to prey on the turtles. These
immense gatherings of fishermen, horticulturists and hunters served
also as large trade fairs, for a wide range of products from all sections
of the Orinoco system and the llanos were exchanged on these
occasions. The extensive bartering was facilitated by far-flung kin ties,
which united specific families from various regions, by group
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specialization in craft and resource production, by widely used trade
languages known throughout the Orinoco system, by attention to
norms of reciprocity such that he who received an exchange gift
reciprocated with an object of slightly higher value, and by strings of
snail shell discs called guiripa which served as ‘ primitive money’. Highly
valued lengths of gairipa were also worn as adornments indicating
personal wealth and status.

Dry-season, turtle-beach exchange fairs on the middle and upper
Orinoco attracted Catib from the lower Orinoco and the eastern llanos,
peoples from the Guiana highlands and representatives from north-
western Amazonia. Similar dry-season, fish-camp exchange centres on
rivers of the northern and western edges of the llanos at places where
grasslands met the northern Venezuelan ranges and the Colombian
Cordillera Oriental linked llanos groups to these highland regions, too.
In this manner turtle products, raw cotton or cotton thread, feathers,
body paint, resins and oils, and guiripa moved from the llanos to the
mountains, while salt, gold and cotton textiles moved into the llanos
from the adjacent Andean territories. By means of llanos exchange
networks Andean products then moved throughout the length and
breadth of northern South America. Indeed, the central location of the
Orinoco river system and adjacent llanos was instrumental in connecting
peoples and resources from all the adjoining circum-Caribbean lands.

It is worth noting that llanos and Orinoco groups acted largely as
intermediaries in this inter-regional exchange, for, of the diverse goods
which passed along the llanos and Orinoco networks, only the shell
money and, perhaps, the turtle products were exclusively produced by
llanos and Orinoco peoples.” It is also significant that the goods received
in the llanos from outside were not generally crucial to subsistence but
were luxury items, such as elaborate textiles, finely woven hammocks
and golden ornaments. Receipt of such ‘political’ materials suggests
that activity within the exchange network conferred political benefits.
Certainly the most complex llanos settlements and, probably, the most
complex political organizations were located in restricted zones along
the major Orinoco tributaries and along the lower slopes of the
cordilleras to north and west, strategically placed for the northern South
American spheres of interaction. Nevertheless, there is no clear evidence
that rank socicties existed in the llanos region. According to the

7 Robert V. Morey and Nancy C. Morey, Relaciones comerciales en el pasado en los llanos de Colombia
y Vieneguela (Caracas, 1975), 29-30.
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ethnohistoric data, much of which, however, post-dates initial contact
by several centuries, most village societies were directed by community
headmen alone, although control of numerous wives and captive
women and displays of guiripa could testify to the high personal prestige
and community status of individual leaders.
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ANDEAN SOCIETIES BEFORE 1532*

When the Andean region was invaded by Pizarro’s troops in 1532, 40
years had passed since the fall of both Granada and the first of the
Caribbean islands to the Castilians and more than twenty years since
the invasion of Mesoamerica. An entire generation of Europeans —
almost two — were knowledgeable in the ways of ‘heathens’ and
‘Indians’. The children they had fathered in the New World were now
grown; they spoke the languages of their mothers. Fathers and sons
heard tales of other, even more remote, places with richer peoples, south
of Panama. Rumours of societies in the Andes were commonplace
among the settlers on the Isthmus, some think even in Brazil. One
Portuguese, Aleixo Garcia, heard enough to encourage him to join a
Chiriguano raid against the highlands; marching in from the south-east,
they attacked Inka! installations at least five years before Pizarro
invaded from the north. Long after the Pizarro clan had enforced their
claim to the Andes, other pretenders insisted that they had been first
to hear of these kingdoms.

It is from such tales and the later accounts of eyewitnesses that our
knowledge of the Andean civilizations in 1532 is primarily drawn. It
is very incomplete knowledge; even the scholarly community is not
* The author and the editor wish to acknowledge the help of Ms Olivia Harris, Goldsmiths’
College, London, in the final preparation of this chapter.

Some ten million people speak Quechua and Aymara today. In 1936, the Congreso Indigenista
Internacional, mecting in La Paz, decided on a standard orthography for the writing of these
languages, and this spelling is used here. Since there are at least six phonemes all of which have
been written with the Spanish ¢, the Congress urged that each of the six be carefully separated.
Thus we write Inka, not Inca, &bipx, not quipo. Ch, P and T can all lead to confusion since
in Andean languages each can be glottalized, aspirated or phain, each with phonemic value.
Thus, aifa, to avoid confusion with similar words that lack glotulization. In 1975, the Peruvian
gpvemment declared Quechua to be an official language of the country, to be used in schools,

courts and other public places. Grammars and dictionaries using the correct or similar
orthographies are widely available.
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always aware how fragmentary the record remains. Archaeology could
help but for the marginal position still held by archaeologists in the
Andean republics (in sharp contrast to Mexico). Millions may have read
Pablo Neruda’s ode to Machu Picchu and millions more have visited
the monument, but no one knows which segment of Inka society
inhabited the site. This does not inhibit successive waves of architects
from ‘restoring’ the settlement but few, if any, archaeologists earn a
living working on the actual site embedded deep in the almost vertical
landscape, or on the building techniques which distinguish Machu
Picchu from other Andean urban centres.

Paradoxically, much earlier periods, some dating thousands of years
before the Inka, seem more accessible and have been studied minutely
for their ceramic detail; and the decorative aspects of other crafts,
especially weaving — the major art of the Andes — have all been
catalogued, photographed, preserved. But the closer we come to 1532,
when the Andean state was brought down and splintered into hundreds
of component ethnic groups, the less we are likely to learn from
archaeology as it is practised today, and the more we have to depend
on the written accounts left by those who ‘were there’.

In some ways these accounts are remarkable: within two years of the
disaster at Cajamarca where King Atawallpa was captured, two reports
describing these events were published at Seville, at a time when
transatlantic communications were slow and the printing of books
dangerous. One of them was the official account of Pizarro’s first scribe,
Francisco de Xerez, who was at pains to establish that his was the ‘true
relation’ (Verdadera relacion de la conquista del Peru [1534]) since another
eyewitness had beaten him to it. Even earlier, at an annual fair held at
Lyons, hawkers had peddled printed broadsheets describing Atawallpa’s
ransom to traders from the Rhine and the Piemonte.

Scholars tend to complain about the shortcomings of these accounts;
each specialist has lists of major questions that remain unanswered.
Although folk dances re-enact even today the meeting of Inka and
European soldiers, no dynastic oral tradition can be recovered 450 years
after the events. Some eatly accounts by foreigners have long been
common knowledge, but there are not many. The nineteenth century
was the great period of unearthing and publishing these early descrip-
tions; even before most of them had been printed, W. H. Prescott had
had access to them. It is remarkable how undated his Conguest of Peru
(1847) reads today, more than 130 years after it was published. This is
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due less to Prescott’s understanding of pre-Columbian civilizations than
to the limited amount of time contemporary historians invest in looking
for new sources, plus the superficiality of Inka archaeology referred to
above.

The one important scholar in this field was Marcos Jiménez de la
Espada, who was most active a hundred years ago while earning his
living as a curator of amphibians at Madrid’s Museum of Natural
History. As a sideline he published the sources Prescott had used in
manuscript form and others the New Englander had never seen. By 1908
when Pietschmann found something truly unprecedented at Copen-
hagen, a 1,200-page ‘letter’ to the king of Spain, written and illustrated
around 1615 by an Andean ‘Indian’, the urgency Jiménez had felt about
publishing primary sources was spent; it took 28 more years before
Waman Puma’s grievances (INweva Coronica y Buen Gobierno) saw print.
Since then occasional new texts have been located, most of them by
Hermann Trimborn of Bonn, but it is notable how similarly Prescott
reads to Cunow (1896), Baudin (1928), Rowe (1946), Murra (1955), or,
most recently, Hemming (1970). All of them used pretty much the same
sources, and if they differ it is in matters of interpretation and ideology.

In the last thirty years some of the mystery has been removed,
particularly where the Inka state is concerned. Some progress has been
made in understanding the articulation of local ethnic groups to the
Inka, through the study of litigation, or demographic and tax records
compiled in the early decades of European rule. Still, it is a fact that
John H. Rowe’s survey of the polities of the Central Andes, ‘Inca
culture at the time of the Spanish conquest’, published almost 40 years
ago (1946) in the Handbook of South American Indians, is still a fair
statement of our ethnographic knowledge. Fathoming the daily life in,
and the organization of, Andean states remains a long-term job to be
seriously undertaken when archaeologists and ethnologists learn to
work together, and when the five republics which are heir to the Andean
tradition — Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Chile, Argentina — decide that
heritage is truly theirs.

In the meantime, we note that the earliest sixteenth-century observers
reached certain conclusions which have been confirmed by modern
scholarship.

First, the landscape was like nothing they had ever seen or heard
about before, though some had been soldiers who had fought in Italy,
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Mexico, Guatemala, Flanders or North Africa. In the Andes the
mountains were higher, the nights colder and the days hotter, the valleys
deeper, the deserts drier, the distances longer than words could
describe.

Secondly, the country was rich and not only in terms of what could
be carried away. There was wealth in the numbers of people and their
skills, the technological wonders observable in construction, metallurgy,
road building, irrigation or textiles (‘after the Christians took all they
wanted, it still looked as if nothing had been touched’).?

Thirdly, the realm had been brought under a prince’s control only
recently, some three or four generations before 1532. And from the
earliest days after the Spanish success at Cajamarca, thoughtful people
wondered how this authority, ruling so many people separated by their
particular geography, had collapsed so easily.

While basically true, each of these conclusions can stand restatement.
Although located entirely within the tropics, Andean geography has few
if any analogues for man in other latitudes. For example, the regions
having the densest population are also extremely high. In 1532 (as in
fact today) there were more people on the high plateau around Lake
Titicaca than anywhere else. This distresses not only international
planners; even local economists frequently reveal their exasperation.
They see a very large, poverty-stricken population, trying to scratch a
living under what to the urban outsider look like the most unpromising
circumstances. Why would so numerous an agricultural population
insist on cultivating where 300 nights of frost or more can be expected
in any given year?

A major step in the scientific understanding of Andean geography
came in the late twenties when the German scholar, Carl Troll, did
fieldwork in Bolivia. In 1931 he published what is still the single most
influential discussion of the many and diverse ‘pockets’ in the landscape
created by the close proximity to each other of high mountains, coastal
deserts and wet Amazonian lowlands.? He noted that traditional rainfall
and temperature charts were inadequate and misleading when compiled
for this area. To record Andean extremes within any given 24-hour
period, Troll invented new graphics. Early on, he discovered that

t Francisco de Xerez, Vierdadera relacion de la conquista del Peru [1534) (Madrid, 1947), 334.

3 Car Troll, ‘Die geographische Grundlagen der Andinen Kulturen und des Inkareichs’, in
Ibero- Americanisches Archiv, v (Berlin, 1931). Sce also idem, The Geo-ecology of the mountainous regions
of the tropical Americas (Bonn, 1968).
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scientific terminology developed elsewhere did not describe local
climates; he borrowed much of his vocabulary from Andean ethno-
geographical practice. Obviously one can shoehorn the Andean puna
into a box marked ‘steppe’ or “savannah’, but this implies a serious loss
of specificity. These tropical but cold and high grasslands have long
been cultivated, maybe even at a time before all the trees had been cut;
for millenia, most Andean peoples have lived here. Not only the Inka
but earlier state structures (Tiwanaku, Wari) emerged in the puna; Troll
took this to be a significant indicator of the potentialities most
contemporary observers do not grasp.

Andean agriculture has only recently begun to attract the attention
of agronomists. The easy adaptation by the peasantry of European and
African cultigens — barley, sugar cane, the grape, bananas — has masked
their attachment to hardy, locally domesticated crops, minutely adapted
to Andean conditions. No one knows how many scores of such
cultigens were grown in 1532; many have since been lost and others
linger on, suffering from low status despite their proven nutritional
values. As one studies the many tubers (of which the potato is only the
most celebrated) or the #arwi (a lupine rich in fats) or the kinuwa (a high
altitude grain, heavy with proteins) or the thirst-quenching coca leaf,
one becomes aware how aboriginal, how pristine, was the Andean
agricultural complex. Some of the crops (maize, sweet potatoes) were
to be found throughout the continent, but in the south none were
staples, although some were highly valued exotics.

However, in Andean circumstances it was not enough to have
perfected local adaptation. There is too little land of any one kind. Good
pastures can be far apart. Even if one compared the products of two
or three neighbouring tiers, one could not provide the bases for a large
population or for state formation. If the Andean peoples wanted to
avoid famine, to fill their own granaries and those of their lords and
gods, the abrupt changes in geographic conditions had to be faced, not
only as handicaps or limitations but as potential advantages. This was
achieved in the Andes even by small, quite early, human groups who
in the course of a single year would fish, gather and garden on several
tiers. As their population grew, they began husbanding resources
further and further away — down on the dry coast if they lived in the
western cordillera, or in the forest of the Andean slopes if their home
base was in the eastern chain.

In Andean agriculture, adaptation confronted another handicap: the
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sudden changes in temperature from the glacial nights to the tropical
days. On the altiplano, the most densely populated region, differences
of 30°C and even more within a single 24-hour period are frequently
recorded. This apparent handicap was also transformed into an adapta-
tional advantage: at a still unknown date in Andean history, all
vegetable tissue, but particularly the literally thousands of varieties of
tubers, and all wild and domesticated flesh began to be processed: frozen
at night and dried out in the tropical sun the next day. The freeze-dried
tissues were many, but two names have lasted in more general use: cb’ufiu
and ch’arki. Most of them were not only light to transport but would
also keep indefinitely under puna conditions.

Within such adaptations and transformations of the environment, the
size of Andean polities varied from a few hundred households to as
many as 25,000 or 30,000, with total populations reaching maybe
150,000; when pooled by a state like Tawantinsuyu of the Inka, the
numbers could rise to five million or more.? Increases in the scale of
the polity led to changes in the location and functions of the dispersed
settlements. In the valley of the Huallaga, in what is today central Peru,
the early European inspections identified several ethnic groups, the
largest of which, the Chupaychu, claimed 4,000 households in the Inka
system of decimal accounting. Others in that valley reported as few as
400 ‘fires’. Independent of size, in 1549, each group reported possessing
coca leaf gardens three to four days’ walk away, down from the main
settlement:

asked if the Indians in the coca fields were natives of the area, [the local lord
of the Queros] said that there were three Indians in the coca of Pichomachay
— one of them from Pecta, another from Atcor and a third from Guacor and
that they had been there since Inka times; and when one of their wives dies
or they themselves die, they are replaced by others and in the coca of Chinchao
they had two other Indians, one from Rondo and another from Chumichu.

This 1549 testimony was recorded only seven years after the local
resistance to the invasion had been broken. The coca leaf of Chinchao
is mentioned again:

on that same day we inspected...at Chinchao 33 Indians who are in charge of
the coca leaf; they come here from all the settlements of the Chupaychu and
twenty of them had [already] been enumerated in the very villages they were
natives of.

4 On the population of Peru in 1532, recent estimates of which have ranged from 2 to ¢ million,
see Note on the native American population on the eve of the European invasions CHL A4 1.
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From this testimony, unusual in Andean historiography in its
thoroughness and early date, we see that colonists were sent from every
highland settlement; they remained in the lowlands for the life of the
couple - since a single or widowed person was not enumerated by the
Andean census; although physically absent from their native area, they
continued to be knotted onto its £bipu records. In similar outliers, two
to four days’ walk away, other colonists herded camelids, dug for salt,
cut timber or raised hot peppers and cotton. In the Huallaga valley,
both the coca leaf and the salt were shared by people from outside the
immediate neighbourhood: some of the salt miners were resettled six
and eight days away from ‘home”’.

The main settlements in this area were located just below the 3,000
metre line, at a tinks, the meeting place of two ecological zones, where
both tuber and maize lands can be reached easily, within less than a day’s
walk, above and below the village.®

Elsewhere geographic conditions made this easy access to maize
impossible: where nuclear settlements rose to 3,500, even 3,800 metres
— closer to the camelid herds — one could no longer work the maize
field and return the same day. On the populated altiplano of Lake
Titicaca,® maize as a ceremonial and hospitality grain was still indispens-
ible but was now grown on plots several days away from home by
permanent settlers, on the model outlined above for the coca leaf
cultivators. The larger size of the polity made it possible to send out
larger colonies and to settle them many more days’ walk away. The
Aymara kingdom of the Lupaqa had sent out swarms as far as the desert
coast, ten, sometimes even fifteen days from the nucleus. Thierry
Saignes has recently studied the access of all circum-Titicaca polities
to lowland °‘islands’ east of the lake; there timber, coca leaf and
honey, as well as maize, could be minded directly by one’s own kin or
subjects.”

Such complementary access to many and dispersed ecological® tiers
has been termed the “archipelago’ pattern in Andean settlement. While

5 Idigo Ortiz de Ziiiiga, Visita de la Provincia de Ledn de Hudnuco [1562) 1 (Hudnuco, Pery, 1967),
44; ibid., 303—4.

¢ Garci Diez de San Miguel, Visita becha a la Provincia de Chuenito [1567] (Lima, 1964), 109.

7 Thierry Saignes, ‘De la filiation 2 la résidence: les ethnies dans les vallées de Larecaja’, AESC,
33/5~6 (1978), 1160~81. This is a special issue of the Annmales on the historical anthro-
pology of the Andes, edited by John V. Murra and Nathan Wachtel.

& John V. Murra, ‘El control vertical de un miximo de pisos ecolégicos en la economia de las
sociedades andinas’ in J. V. Murra (ed.), Formaciones econdmicas y politicas del mundo andino (Lima,

1975)-
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in most places its reach has been eroded in colonial and more recent
times, some highland populations still practise ‘double domicile’.?

Archaeology asserts that this pattern is old, but few excavations have
tested its age. Some have claimed that such multiple and simultaneous
access to many micro-climates by a single polity could not occur until
the peace-making umbrella of a state protected the annual caravans
linking peripheral settlements with the power nucleus. States probably
did favour this arrangement, imposing their authority on competing
ethnic groups. But even in the centuries when no major political centre
could claim hegemony, during periods archaeologists call Early or Late
Intermediary, complementary access to a wide range of ecological niches
was too important to be dropped from the economic repertoire of
Andean local lords.

Independent of origin, one can state that increase in the scale of the
polity had consequences in the complexity of arrangements at the
peripheries. We saw above, in the case of the salt-miners, that their
settlement was multi-ethnic; this feature became more common as
polities grew. Simultaneous occupancy of a peripheral ‘island’ by
colonists from several polities must have led to friction, squabbles, even
temporary hegemonies of one contender over the other. But the
evidence suggests that the drive for access to exotic products was so
strong that periods of strife were followed by years in which access was
shared, no matter how tense the truce.

How the colonists-for-life were selected, and how their loyalty to the
group who sent them was maintained, have been subjects of inquiry.
When the distance from the nucleus is short, the colonist, known in
Quechua as a mitmaq, could readily maintain his ties at home. But when
the distance grew to eight, ten days away or even more, institutional
devices emerged to guarantee not only the colonists’ access to products
but also to sociability, marriage partners for their offspring and to
ceremonial participation at the nucleus. European church records from
the sixteenth century indicate that caravans moved freely from one tier
to another; spouses are listed as coming from very far away.1?

Craft specialization became implicit in the very pattern of dispersed
settlement. The mitmaq in the wooded areas were also responsible for

? Olivia Harris, ‘ Kinship and the vertical economy’, in International Congress of Americanists,
Actes (Paris, 1978), 1v, 165-77.

19 Freda Yancy Wolf, personal communication, based on a study of church records at Juli, in
the province of Chucuito.
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wooden goblets and plates; the people at the beach might dry fish and
edible algae, but they also gathered guano. In return, the caravan from
the highlands would periodically deliver tubers, the main staple, but also
meat, wool and other items, including maize from the middle levels.
At some, still undetermined point in Andean history, the dispersed
settlement pattern underwent qualitative change when it was extended
to include artisan settlements which were not tied to the ecological
relationship. In addition to the peripheral ‘islands’ listed above, the
Lupaqa also reported a village of potters and another of metallurgists.
Each lineage from the seven provinces kept a representative in the
specialized villages, several hundred artisans in all.

Dispersed settlement patterns were a feature of Andean territoriality
which Europeans noticed early. In 1538—9, five years after the invasion,
the encomiendas awarded by Pizarro followed this principle. The bene-
ficiary received not land but the persons of the two local lords plus all
their subjects however salpicados (* sprinkled’) across the landscape they
might be. Thus, Lope de Mendieta, an early associate of the Pizarros,
received whatever estancias of camelids, agricultural villages or fishing
hamlets had owed allegiance to Chuki Champi and Maman Willka, lords
of the Karanqa.!' Their non-contiguous territories reached from well
above 4,000 metres to sea level and were located in what are today
Bolivia, Chile and Peru.

The same pattern was followed when an ethnic group had to be
reserved for Charles V: the Lupaqa, near Lake Titicaca, were known
as ‘los yndios del Emperador’. In the 1550s the crown’s attorney
appealed to the viceroy against the grant of some of the Lupaqa’s coastal
outliers to private parties. He argued that:

when these private encomiendas were awarded.. . the [post-Pizatro] governors
did not understand the order which ruled the Indians’ life. When the marquis
of Cafiete governed these kingdoms the matter was taken up and it was
established that the information which I provided was true...it was ordered
that the Indians and the lands which the province of Chucuito [as the
Europeans called the Lupaqa] had at the coast since Inka times had to be
returned.!®

The information provided by such European sources is better at
documenting the patterns of ‘vertical complementarity’ at the ethnic

11 Unpublished manuscript, Legajo 658 in Justicia section, Archivo General de Indias, Seville.
1 Juan Polo de Ondegardo, ‘Informe...a licenciado Briviesca de Muidatones [1561]°, Revirta
Histérica (Lima), 13 (1940), 18.
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level, since that was the reality they tolerated and dealt with in the early
decades of the colonial regime. The macro-adaptation of this age-old
Andean pattern by the Inka state (over thousands of miles, with millions
of inhabitants, in what are today five Andean republics) crumbled so
soon after 1532 that it is extremely difficult to reconstruct today.

However, this maximal dimension is important for an understanding
of the changes which the pattern suffered when the polity in control went
beyond a scale of some 20,000 households. At first, the state followed
the prevailing Andean norms: its revenues were raised on acreage
alienated from the local polities on the ‘archipelago’ model. These state
lands were worked lineage by lineage, on rotation, by the local people,
much as they had worked the fields of their ethnic lords or of the
regional shrine. Eventually, state mitmaq were transplanted to the new
territories to ensure Inka rule and revenues. But such rule was still
‘indirect’: it was exercised through the ‘natural’, pre-Inka lords. There
was no tribute: no one owed anything raised on their own fields or
stored in their own larders.

In the last decades before 1532 the scale of Inka administration grew
to such an extent that the distance separating the nucleus from the
outliers had no precedent. A ten, fifteen days’ walk to their birthplace
might be undertaken almost every year if the mitmaq wanted to reassert
a claim at the centre, to worship at the main sanctuary, or just to visit
their kinfolk. When moved during late Inka rule, the colonists could
find themselves 6o, even 8o days’ walk away. Even if they continued
to be enumerated with their original ethnic group, one wonders what
substance was left in such affiliation.

There is no doubt that this attempt to claim Andean precedent was
made: Don Pedro Kutimpu, a well-informed Lupaqa lord who had been
a young adult in 1532, clarifies this attempt while explaining the
discrepancies between the population khipu in his possession since
before the invasion and the head count made by the colonial
administrations:

when this province was inspected by the Inka many colonists were enumerated
together with the other natives of this province. .. The colonists may have been
in many other, faraway places...some in Chile and some in Quito...and
together, all of them were the 20,000 Indians mentioned in the quipo. But now
f1567] these colonists have been granted in encomienda at their distinct
residences and have no longer been counted with those of this province...!?

13 Diez de San Miguel, La Provincia de Chucsito, 170.
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How long could such residual affiliation and rights be effectively
exercised in the original ethnic group? Transfers to Chile or Quito from
Lake Titicaca seem a heavy burden, no matter how much precedent was
claimed for it. Hints of an answer come from the frequency of rebellions
against the Inka'® and the ready siding of many local polities with the
Europeans after 1532. But no statement of grievance on this account
has reached us through the eyewitnesses of the invasion.

What can be asserted here is that the Inka state continued Andean
complementary settlements, even if the new scale involved hardships.
New functions were also assigned to the mitmaq: much as the Lupaqa
had specialized artisan villages, the state ran a manufacturing installation
near Huancané, on the north-eastern shore of Lake Titicaca.l® It
brought together ‘one thousand’ weavers and ‘one hundred’ potters.
While the actual numbers need not be taken literally, the proportions
of these state operations should not be doubted; being the major
Andean art form, cloth also had many political, ritual and military uses
which required its weaving for the state on what were truly industrial
dimensions by sixteenth-century European standards. Full-time weav-
ing occupied scores of ‘chosen’ women separated from their ethnic
group and located at every state administrative centre, where soldiers
expected rewards in cloth as they marched towards the frontier. What
is new about the workshops at Huancané is that the weavers
form domestic units; nor can we tell if this manufacturing centre was
unique or a regular feature of Inka productivity that had remained
unreported.

Another new, state-level, use of mitmaq was for military purposes.
There is no evidence of full time, far-away garrisons in pre-Inka times,
but in the decades before 1532 the constant expansion and the
consequent rebellions required that the frontiers be manned on a full
time basis:

he said that his ancestors were placed in this land [the Huallaga valley] to guard
the fortress of Colpagua which is towards the eastern woodlands and the
fortresses were three, one called Colpagua, the other Cacapayza, and one
Cachaypagua and another [sic] Angar and the said colonists and the forbears
of the speaker were taken out of the valleys near Cuzco and stationed in the
said forts, 30 married men in each. And those who guarded the fortresses had

4 John V. Murra, ‘La Guerre et les rébellions dans Pexpansion de Iétar inka’, AESC,
33/5-6 (1978), 927-35. ]

* John V. Murra, ‘Los olleros del inka: hacia una historia y arqueologia del Qollasuyu’, in
Historia, problema y promesa, homenaje a Jorge Basadre, 1 (Lima, 1978), 415-23.
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no planted fields since they could not cultivate there so they received this town
[Guarapa] where others of their group planted and supplied those guarding.!®

Other late uses of mitmagq for non-agricultural purposes can probably
be identified, but the artisan and military extentions of the archipelago
strategy are sufficient evidence that what began as a means of comple-
menting productive access to a variety of ecological tiers had become
an onerous means of political control.

Tawantinsuyu, the Inka state, was not the earliest multi-ethnic polity
to emerge in the Andes. In recent decades, archaeologists have
distinguished several ‘horizons’ (periods when central authorities were
able to control both highland and coastal polities), from ‘intermediate’
eras, when ethnic separatism flourished.

The Early Horizon, also known as the Formative in the Andes,
centred on Chavin, a temple at 3,135 metres altitude in the eastern
highlands; best known for its religious art, it was thought by Julio
C. Tello, the dean of Andean archaeologists, to have been ‘the womb
of Andean civilization’. It reached its peak of influence some 3,000 years
ago, 1000—300 B.C., when it affected other highland settlements and
modified coastal art forms; it is uncertain if such influences imply
domination. Donald Lathrap has recently stressed and documented the
Amazonic roots of the art, first postulated by Tello. Through the
tropical lowlands Chavin may have reached for much earlier sources of
inspiration in Mesoamerica.'

No agreement exists among archaeologists about how such ‘horizons’
emerged and eventually disintegrated in the Andes. Some have suggested
that the active ingredient was ‘trade’, enforced by military controls
which usually stemmed from the highlands;. others have detected
religious zeal behind the expansion.

The Middle Horizon is dated from before A.D. 500 to about A.D. 1,000
and was centred.on at least two places: Tiwanaku, near Lake Titicaca
in Bolivia, and Wari, near the modern city of Ayacucho in Peru. Both
were true urban settlements, thought to have been nuclei of large and

18 Ortiz de Ziiiiga, La Provincia de Leén, 11, 197.

17 Scc Julio C. Tello, Chavén, cultura matriz de la civilizacién andina, ed. Toribio Majfa Xesspe (Lima,
1960); John H. Rowe, ‘Form and meaning in Chavin art’, in John H. Rowe and Dorothy
Menzel (eds.), Perswvian archacology (Palo Alto, Calif., 1967); Donald W. Lathrap, ‘Our father
the cayman, our mother the gourd: Spinden revisited’, in C. A. Reed (ed.), Origins of agriculture
(The Hague, 1977), 713—51; Thomas C. Patterson, ‘Chavin: an interpretation of its spread and
influence’, in E. P. Benson (ed.), Dumbarton Oaks Conference on Chavin (Washington, D.C., 1971),
29—48.
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wide-ranging states. There is evidence of contemporaneity and even
contact between the two; earlier in this century it was usual to consider
both as a single polity whose capital was in the southern highlands.
Recent research suggests that while Tiwanaku and Wari may have
exercised their hegemony at the same time, their spheres of interaction
were separate. Some have even suggested that a buffer zone between
the two stretched from the snowline to the ocean.!® In his Peoples and
Cultures of Ancient Peru (1974), L. G. Lumbreras, the leading Andean
archaeologist, argued that urbanism and militarism began with Wari and
gradually affected all the Central Andean societies.

The impetus for inter-regional integration may have come systemati-
cally from the highlands, but the desert, coastal peoples frequently had
centuries in which to develop their own, ocean and irrigation-centred
potential. Most of the early archaeology on the coast, undertaken by
foreigners, focused its interest on the spectacular adobe-brick archi-
tecture, or the ceramic and textile productions, samples of which fill
museums and private collections the world over. In their guide to the
Andean hoard at the American Museum of Natural History in New
York, Wendell C. Bennett and Junius B. Bird refer to ‘a period of
master craftsmen’. Recent archaeology has attempted to provide the
chronological and social organizational underpinning for such artistic
manifestations. In the long run, the highlanders could, and frequently
did, interrupt coastal florescence by cutting and diverting the irrigation
canals bringing the waters of the Andean glaciers to desert plantations,
but it is remarkable how many times local coastal groups could return
to earlier traditions once the ‘horizon’ had withdrawn.

Similarly, in the highlands, the many polities incorporated into the
Inka state maintained ethnic distinctiveness and self-awareness. While
Tawantinsuyu expansion had been rapid, it achieved such despatch only
by absorbing whole political entities, not separate villages or valleys.
The local lords were fitted into a system of ‘indirect rule’; it was they
who enforced and administered the new order, which may have seemed
less novel since its ideology claimed no more than a projection onto
a wider screen of patterns of existing authority.

Oral tradition in the Andes agrees with archaeology that the Late
Intermediate period, the centuries just before the Inka expansion, had
been awqa runa (soldier times):

18 Elias Mujica, personal communication (1980).
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the towns were depopulated... fearing war, they had to leave the good places
mentioned... They were forced to move from their towns to the higher places
and now lived on peaks and precipices of the high mountains. To defend
themselves, they had to build fortresses. .. ramparts and walls; the houses and
hidden places were inside....

They fought and there was death...they took captives, even women and
children. They took each other’s lands and irrigation ditches and pastures...
even the stones they had used for grinding.!?

In the Late Intermediate Period each region produced identifiably
distinct artefacts, free of pan-Andean manifestations like the earlier
Tiwanaku or Wari. Research in the Lake Titicaca region has confirmed
the archaeological presence in late pre-Inka times of ‘houses and hidden
places’ inside heavy ramparts surrounding twenty hectares or more, at
altitudes above 4,000 metres.?® When conquered by the Inka, the
population we know as the Lupaqa were moved or deported ‘down’
to 3,800 metres, on the lake’s shore. The walls were no longer needed
after pax Incaica; now the royal highway passed through the seven
Lupaqa ‘ provincial capitals’, some of which became Inka administrative
centres. Some occupied up to 40 hectares of urban space and can all
still be distinguished today. According to the khipu in the possession
of Pedro Kutimpu, this Aymara-speaking group had comprised 20,000
households before 1532. The testimony of their two lords was recorded
in 1567 by an inspector sent from Lima to verify a rumour that these
‘emperor’s yndians’ were extremely wealthy. The inspector reported
that they were, indeed, rich: in pre-European times they had controlled
hundreds of thousands of camelids; even after 35 years of looting one
Lupaqa admitted he still owned 1,700 head.?!

The two testifying lords ruled Chucuito, one of the seven ‘ provinces’;
they were also lords or kings of all the Lupaqa.?2 Each of the other six
had its own two leaders, one each for the upper and lower moieties.
Dual division was an almost universal feature of Andean social
organization; there is no reason to attribute this to Inka influence.

Kin ties were the organizing principle inside the fourteen sub-
divisions. Each moiety reported some ten to fifteen batha, sometimes
translated as lineages. Since the European notaries and scribes preferred
1* Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva coronica y buen gobierno [1615] (México, 1980), 63—4.

* John Hyslop, ‘El drca lupaca bajo ¢l dominio incaico: un reconocimiento arqueoldgico’,

Histérica (Lima), 3/1 (1979), §3—8o0.
31 Diez de San Miguel, La Provincia de Chucuito, 303—63.
22 John V. Murra, ‘An Aymara kingdom in 1567°, Etbnobistory, 15/2 (1968), 115—51.
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the Quechua terminology of Cusco, these were recorded usually as
ayllu. The debate over the nature and functions of this social unit has a
long history in Andean studies, much as the ca/pulli has in Meso-
america. Each Lupaqa hatha was a named unit; it could hold land and
herds but so did the kingdom as a whole, each moiety and each of the
seven polities. Each had its own authorities; each included households
from both the dominant Aymara population and from the oppressed
Uru fishermen; we cannot tell in practice how successful this ideo-
logical effort was in joining people from separate classes into a single
kin group.?®

There is no information about Lupaqa shrines since the inspection
was undertaken so soon after the conversion of the Lupaqa lords to
Christianity. They were warned not to worship the snow-covered
mountain tops; pilgrimages to the monuments erected back in the
walled-in, pre-Inka towns were prohibited. In 1567 there was still a
minority of wealthy herders who remained unbaptized; some of the
Aymara shamans and priests are reported to have been kept spinning
in a lakeside concentration camp but were ordered to be freed by the
second bishop of Charcas, Fray Domingo de Santo Tomas. Author of
the first dictionary and grammar of Quechua, the bishop sat on the Royal
Council of the Indies, but was also a confidant of Bartolomé de Las
Casas; he argued that the shamans could not be kept prisoner since they
had never been converted and thus were not apostates.

There is some information about temples of the solar cult built in
Lupaqa territory by the Inka. A section of the Yunguyo ‘province’ was
alienated and a pilgrimage centre erected. Members of the Cusco royal
lineages were resettled at Copacabana and the islands immediately
offshore.?* Late in the sixteenth century the European church decided
to re-utilize this pilgrimage centre; it is still in use today.

The Lupaqa are the best known of the many Aymara polities that
emerged in pre-Inka times on the highest altiplano. Others are now
receiving attention and their holdings, including those on the desert
Chilean coast, have been mapped.?® Their oral traditions have occasion-

2 The scholar who has given most thought to ancient Andean kin ties and their manipulation
by the state is R. Tom Zuidema. See The Cegue System of Cuzgeo: the social organization of the capital
of the Inca (Leiden, 1964), and ‘The Inca kinship system: a new theoretical view’, in R. Bolton
and E. Mayer (eds.), Andean Kinship and Marriage (Washington, D.C,, 1977).

4 See Adolph Bandelier, The islands of Titicaca and Koati (New York, 1910).

2 Tristan Platt, ‘Mapas coloniales en la provincia de Chayanta’, in Martha Urioste de Aguirre
(ed.), Estudsios bolivianos en bonor a Gunnar Mendoga (La Paz, 1978).
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ally been recorded in the litigation papers filed by their lords with the
Audiencia of Charcas; for a decade or so, the colonial administration
encouraged such petitions for their own reasons. These claims for past
and new privileges included recitations of genealogies by still practising
keepers of knot-records. One such petitioner listed the names of his
predecessors, including one who ‘ gave the obedience’ to the Inka four
generations earlier. In return he had received a wife from the court and
their son, Moroco, was remembered in the genealogy as an ‘Inka’; along
with the wife came garments woven by the king’s artisans and the
privilege of using a litter.

Another special relation between Cusco and the Aymara lords was
their military role. Early in the expansion of Tawantinsuyu, its armies
were recruited on the same m##’a principle which mobilized energies for
the other public works: men and women turned out for battle on
rotation, ayllu by ayllu, one ethnic group after another. They came
armed with their traditional weapons, led by their own ethnic lords.
None of this freed them from the many other chores they owed Cusco.?*

At some point in the history of Tawantinsuyu this military mit’a must
have seemed inefficient: the Aymara lords claimed in a memorandum
addressed to Philip II that their ancestors’ military skill and loyalty had
been rewarded and they had been freed from all other prestations:

we were soldiers only...excused from tribute...and all other taxes and
personal services like herding . .. or from serving the mit’a at court, in the great
city of Cuzco, or from being masons, weavers of cloth...and from farming,
carpentry ot quarrying — people accustomed to move a hill by hand to some
other place... We were neither dancers, nor clowns accustomed to sing victory
songs to the said ingas...?"

We cannot tell what the consequences of such protracted military
service may have been on the subsistence productivity of the Aymara
population left behind. Elsewhere in the Andes those remaining in the
ethnic homeland were obligated to work the soldiers’ acreage, but long
absences, overriding the agricultural calendar, must have put a strain
on kin-based but politically exploited reciprocities.

Nor can we tell to what extent the dual division of the whole altiplano
into an #rquswyx (the mountain half) and an wmasuyu (the water side)
reflected Aymara or later Inka realities. The dichotomy seems to have

2 Waldemar Espinoza Soriano, ‘El memorial de Charcas: crénica inédita de 1582°, Cantuta
(Revista de la Universidad Nacional de Educacién, Chosica, Peru), 1969.
#7 Murra, quoted in ‘La Guerte et les rébellions’, 931-2.
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been most pronounced in the Lake Titicaca region. There may have
been a linguistic substratum behind the dual one, with the eastern half
speaking Pukina, not Aymara. Unfortunately, the Inka filter through
which many have been viewing Andean matters does not yet permit
the unravelling of the ethnic context of dualism. Originally the moieties
may have been centred or have ‘met’ on Lake Titicaca, a ‘neutral’ zone
with its own micro-climate. Urgs and #ma may have found themselves
reorganized when Cusco became the nucleus.?® When first encountered
by the Europeans, both were ritually and administratively included in
the same southern quarter, the gollasuyu, the most densely populated
quarter of the Inka state.

The ‘watery’ component of dual division on the altiplano is also
discernible in the presence among the Aymara of an occupational and
ethnic minority, maybe even a ‘caste’ of Uru fishermen. The true
significance of their presence is becoming clearer through recent
research.®? In colonial times the fishermen gradually joined Aymara
ranks, but their reported Pukina speech and the widespread feeling that
they were the aboriginal occupants of the high Andes require
archaeological verification.

Cotrelating historical information with archaeological excavation is
an approach that has been used only occasionally in the Andes. Many
of the puzzles of Andean history are less inaccessible than it may seem.
Continuities in ways of life and languages still exist despite the 450 years
of colonial rule; they reach backward even to pre-Inka times. Both the
dynastic and the demotic oral traditions are at least partially available
in the records of European eyewitnesses and administrators; were they
to be verified and expanded with the aid of archaeology, a much
sounder, if less sensational, version of Andean society would become
available.

It can be documented that in pre-colonial times Aymara speech
reached much further than it does at present. The inhabitants of the
antiplano north of Lake Titicaca are still perceived as Qolla (Aymara)
by the Cusco-dweller, even though they shifted to speaking Quechua.
It should not be too difficult to ascertain when the shift took place and
under what historical circumstances, but the scarcity of philological
studies in 1980 still limits us to conjecture. Many of the Pacific valleys

% Thérese Bouysse-Cassagne, ‘L’Espace aymara: ureo et wma’, AESC, 33/5-6 (1978),
10§7-80.

2 Nathan Wachtel, ‘Hommes d’eau: le probléeme uru (XVIe-XVlIle siecles)’, AESC, 33/5-6
(1978), 1127-59.
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in what are today Chile and southern Petu were also Aymara-speaking;
at the beginning of the twentieth century, towns at the latitude of Lima,
in the province of Yauyos, spoke Kauki, an Aymara dialect.3?

The Europeans referred to the language of the Inka as Quechua
deriving it from the word for ‘valley’, ghishwa. The self-designation,
used till today by the native speaker, is runa simi, ‘ the tongue of people’;
it has not caught on in European and literate discourse. Before 1532
Quechua was the language of state administration and was understood
by many bilinguals; colonial sources refer to it as the lengua general
(Aymara and Pukina are sometimes also described that way). The
linguist, Alfredo Torero, has suggested that Quechua was once the
speech of the central coast, from where it spread both before and after
the Inka.3! Mutually intelligible variants were spoken from what is
today Ecuador in the north to Tucumadn in the south. The distinction
between altiplano and valley dwellers was fundamental in Andean
ethno-classification; this distinction was apparently identified by the
Europeans with separate languages.

There is little serious archaeology in the Inka heartland: the Vilcanota
valley and the circum-Cusco area. John Howland Rowe initiated the
scientific study of Inka antecedents,? but has attracted few disciples.
What can be asserted with some confidence is that after a long period
of conflict separating the ‘Middle Horizon’ from the Late or Incaic one,
Cusco changed in the fifteenth century from being the nucleus of a local
polity to being a major urban centre, capital of the Tawantinsuyu
described by the Europeans. It was not only the administrative
headquarters of the Inka realm but also a ceremonial centre, where a
hundred pieces of fine cloth were sacrificed daily and scores of priests
fasted while watching the movements of the sun from their palace-
observatories. The state calendars here are not as well understood as
those of the Maya because the results of the observations were not
recorded on stone but, most likely, woven into perishable textiles.3?
The capital stood at the hub of royal highways measuring 20,000
kilometres or more, connecting it to Chile, the Pacific Ocean and north

20 Martha Hardman de Bautista, Jagaru: an outline of phonological and morphological structure (The
Hague, 1966).

31 Alfredo Torero, E/l quechua y la bistoria social andina (Lima, 1974).

3 John H. Rowe, An introduction to the archacology of Cuzeo, Papers of the Peabody Museum, 28/
(1944).

3 John V. Murra, ‘Cloth and its functions in the Inca state’, American Anthropologist, 64/4 (1962),
710—28.
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to the equatorial line. The partition of the territory into four parts named
suyu, again subdivided, has been studied, and it has been suggested that
each ‘line’ radiating from the ceremonial centre linked particular royal
kinfolk to the shrines for which they were the custodians.3* Most of
the royal lineages lived with their retainers either in the city or in the
townships nearby. Garcilaso de la Vega, who was born in Cusco only
a few years after the European invasion, provides us with a nostalgic
description of his Inka mother’s hometown, written in Andalusian exile
many years later,3% but no maps, either architectural or sociological,
comparable to what is available for Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, can
be drawn up for Cusco, despite the recent, decade-long effort sponsored
by UNESCO.38

It is unclear to what extent the ethnic groups incorporated by the
Inka were represented in Cusco. We hear that the Chimu, a coastal
polity, were expected to deliver artisans and women to the capital. The
silversmiths were still there in 1542, their presence noted by a European
friar. The king of Chimu was not expected to provide troops, coastal
soldiers being considered untrustworthy and probably also unfit to fight
at an altitude of 4,000 metres. On ceremonial occasions, aliens were
expected to leave Cusco.

There is no agreement on the amount of direct intervention by Cusco
in the governing of the incorporated ethnic groups. Enemies of the
Inka-like viceroy, Francisco de Toledo (1568—81), portrayed the tradi-
tional ethnic lords as ‘tyrants’, which in sixteenth-century Spanish
meant they were ‘illegitimate’, bureaucratic appointees, sent from the
royal capital and in that sense not ‘natural rulers’ at all. It is also alleged
that the Inka ran out of royal kin, appointable as regional administrators,
and were eventually forced to assimilate to Inka status the loyal
inhabitants of certain circum-Cusco villages. Known as a//ikag (those
who were improved, promoted):

they were senior sons of the Papri and Chillque; these were inspectors sent
all over the kingdom to check the administrative centres and the weaving nuns
and the warehouses...some [others] were from Quilliscachi and Equeco...*’

There is evidence that in some rebellious regions, particularly on the

3 Zuidema, Ceque Systen.

25 Garcilaso de la Vega, “El Inca’, Primera parte de los Comentarios Reales [1604) (Madrid, 1960).

3 The best approximate map of what the city may have looked like before 1534 is in Santiago
Agurto Calvo, Cusco: la traza urbana de la cindad inca (Cuzco, 1980).

37 Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva coronica, 363 [365].
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coast, the Inka did appoint ‘governors’ to replace the ‘natural lord’.
These were usually kinfolk of the ‘rebels’, or neighbouring gentry
whose regional hegemony was endorsed from Cusco.2® However, most
of our information comes from the highlands, since the coastal
population disappeared soon after 1532: highland local rulers belonged
to the ethnic community which they governed. They understood what
was demanded of them since, at least in theory, the pre-Inka standards
prevailed. The diagnostic, all-important, Andean trait characterizing
these standards was that the larder of the peasant remain untouched.
True, he now had not only to fill the storehouses of his own lord and
of the local shrine but also to create revenues for the state by working
its newly-alienated or recently-irrigated acreage and by herding the state
camelid herds.

Still, there was a ‘federal’ bureaucracy: they were stationed in large
administrative centres like Willka Waman, Huanuco Pampa, Paria or
Tumi Pampa, all erected along the royal highway. Of these only
Huanuco Pampa has been studied in detail: it covered almost two square
kilometres and contained up to 5,000 dwellings and palaces, in addition
to almost soo storehouses. The city could have housed between 12,000
and 15,000 inhabitants, most of them serving their mit’a turns but some
living there on a more permanent basis: the weaving and cooking
women of the ag/lawasi, their ageing guards, accountants responsible for
the warechousing, religious specialists.?® How many of these were
‘Inka’, either members of the royal lineages or allikaq? An Andean
writer like Waman Puma, claimed that his non-royal kinsmen filled even
such ‘federal’ posts in the administrative centres.

Whatever the proportions along the road, royal functionaries ‘in-
spected’ the subject, provincial lords and their territories. The best
information about their relationship comes from a 1562 inspection of
the Chupaychu, a small ethnic group in the Huallaga valley, some two
days’ march from Huanuco Pampa. Interviewed in their own region,
they testified that before 1532 there had been:

alord Inka who governed 10,000 households. .. [and] who came to inspect them
once a year...and if he found a local lord or lesser authority guilty of five very

3 Ortiz de Zuidiiga, La Provincia de Ledn, 11, 46.

¥ Craig Morrtis, ‘Reconstructing patterns of non-agricultural production in the Inca economy’,
in Charlotte B. Moore (ed.), Recomstructing complex societies (Cambridge, Mass., 1972); idem,
‘Tecnologia y organizacién inca del almacenamiento de viveres en la sierra’, in Heather
Lechtman and Ana Marfa Soldi (eds.), Runaksnap Kawsayninkupaq Rurasqanksnaga, 1 (México,
1981), 327-75.
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serious faults like not having obeyed what the royal representative had ordered
or

wanting to rebel or

having been negligent in collecting and delivering what was due or

not performing the required sacrifices three times a year or

occupying the people at weaving in his own service or

doing other things which interfered with what they were meant to do and for
other similar things. If he committed five faults, they took away his office and
gave it to his son, if he was fit, and if not, they granted it to his brother or
the nearest relative...

if some ethnic lord [cacigue principal] wanted to rise and rebel, they killed him
and all his lineage so not one was left. When the Inkas were still alive, this
witness was young and saw some of it and the rest he has heard from his elders
and other old men who talked of it. These were well-known facts. ...40

No European ‘chronicle’ has ever pinpointed the articulation of the
ethnic lords with the state in such explicit terms. Another witness, older
than the first, called Xagua and experienced in ‘serving’ before 1532
at Cusco, explained to the European inspector that when the local lord
died;

if he had a grown son, able to govern, he did not dare take over without going
personally to Cuzco, to gain the acquiescence of the Inka and the seat [#iana]
for his rank; then the Inka granted it. And if the son was 2 child and not fit
to govern, they took him to Cuzco and in his place appointed a kinsman, the
relative closest to the dead lotd, to govern in his place and this he did as long
as he lived and they did not deprive him...

Another ageing witness could remember beyond Inka rule and referred
to the times:

before the Inka came to this country. When a lord died, they granted the
authority to someone else who was brave they did not give it to the son. After
the Inka ruled, he heard that they succeeded from father to son...

In this case the witnesses confirmed what some European writers had
also recorded about pre-Inka practice: a shift from “selecting the brave’,
in what were awga runa, military times, in the direction of greater
rigidity along hereditary lines.*!

The witnesses from the Huallaga valley did not elaborate on the
census conducted by the Cusco authorities as part of their ‘inspections’.
Periodically, the households were enumerated and the results knotted

40 Ortiz de Zuiiga, La Provincia de Ledn, 11, 45—9.
1 John V. Murra, ‘La visita de los chupachu como fuente etnolégica, part 1I: las autoridades
éticas tradicionales’, in Ortiz de Zidfiiga, La Provincia de Ledn, 381—406.
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onto the khipu record. According to Waman Puma, both men and
women were classed into ten age-groups.?? The census coincided with
the state’s recognition of recent marriages: the new couples were now
listed in their own right. No single person, no matter what their age,
owed personal mit’a services; she or he went as part of someone’s
household. To forge marriage, a familial rite of passage, into a device
of statecraft was characteristic of Inka state ideology.*®

There is evidence that late in Inka times an effort was made to go
beyond the ethnic principle, whose recognition had governed the
relations of the state with its component units. An administrative
vocabulary was introduced, related to the decimal arrangement of the
knots of the khipu strings. The ethnic lords and their ‘provinces’ could
now be recorded for the census as so many thousands, hundreds and
even smaller groups of households. The lords of the Wanka were said
to govern 28 one-thousand units or waranga; those of the Lupaqa,
twenty. Xulca Condor, on the upper Huallaga, reported only three
pachaka of 100 households each, while his downriver neighbour, Pawkar
Waman, claimed to have ruled four waranga.

To what extent this decimal effort went beyond census practice into
the actual administration of the subject ethnic groups is uncertain. There
was obviously no bureaucratic device that could maintain social and
ethnic units within neat, decimal patterns. When the Huallaga material
became available, it was possible to use the house-by-house figures to
show that one pachaka corresponded to a cluster of five neighbouring
hamlets.* Even in 1549, after a ten-year long resistance to the
Europeans, the five reported a population of 59 households. Thirteen
years later they had recovered up to 75. A Swedish scholar, Ake Wedin,
has related the emergence of the decimal vocabulary to military needs.
If accurate, one would expect it to be used most frequently among
the Aymara, in the southern Andes. However, we find its widest use
in the north, where some think the Inka adapted it from local practice.4®

If one looks for Inka intervention into day-to-day local matters which
might challenge the ethnic leader’s authority, the information is sketchy.
One witness stated that:

4 Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva coronica, 196—236.

3 John V. Murra, The economic organization of the Inka state (Greenwich, Conn., 195 ; reprinted
1980), 98.

“ Gordon J. Hadden, ‘Un ensayo de demografia histérica y etnolégica en Hudnuco’, in Ortiz
de Zidiiga [1562], La provincia de Leén. 1, 371-80.

4 John H. Rowe, ‘ The kingdom of Chimor’, .Acta Americana (Mexico), 6/1—2 (1948), 26—59.
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in civil causes, if one had invaded the lands of another and the latter
complained, when the Inka came to inspect the country he investigated the
matter and provided relief by returning the land to the aggrieved and punishing
the invader. The same could be done by the ethnic lord in the absence of the
Inka...

The last clause is in some ways the most significant one. Long before
the Inka, but also today, the ethnic leadership in the Andes has
confirmed annually the rights in land of lineages and households. While
the state’s representatives may have claimed to act on appeal, our vision
of the Inka state would predict that local decisions about agricultural
parcels would remain in ethnic hands.

According to the witnesses from the Huallaga valley, some limitations
on the ethnic lord’s authority to decide matters of life and death had
been introduced by Cusco. In cases of murder, said one witness:

they brought the accused before him [the Inka] and in the presence of the local
lord, in the public plaza the witnesses...described the crime...and if he had
murdered but there was an explanation, they did not kill him but punished
by whipping...and ordering him to support the widow and children...

The frequency of such ‘inspection’ trips cannot be stated. The
Andean writer, Waman Puma, claimed they took place every six
months: the witnesses quoted above, once a year. If true, such frequency
would have required a large Cusco staff for which there is no
independent evidence. So far as we can reconstruct it, the policy was
set at the top and announced at public gatherings held at the usn# built
in each of the large, urban-sized administrative centres along the royal
highway. The implementation of any policy seems to have been left in
the hands of the local ethnic leaders, familiar with the system, who
decided whose mit’a turn it was to perform a certain task. The ability
of the ethnic authority to mobilize and manage large numbers of
cultivators, builders, ot soldiers was taken for granted and was tested
in the early days of the European invasion when Pizarro or Benalcazar
could rely on their Andean allies to raise armies and the porters without
whom the invasion could not have succeeded.

The variety of tasks covered by the pre-Hispanic mit’a was very large.
We have an account, unique so far, dating from 1549, that claimed to
list the tasks owed Cusco by a single, relatively small, ethnic group.4®
It was recorded only seven years after the Chupaychu of the Huallaga

4 Ortiz de Ziidiga, La Provincia de Ledn, 11, 289310,
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valley had been brought under European rule. The informants were still
using the decimal vocabulary in describing local organization. When
the interrogators wanted to know what the ‘4,000’ households had
‘given’ to the state, Pawkar Waman and his peers responded by reading
from a khipu of some 25—30 cords. The record is most likely
incomplete; the amounts claimed seem very large and are not confirmed
by any other available source. However, the lack of a sample should
not deter us from using it, if not for the numbers quoted, which may
simply be mistranslated, then for the ethno-categories the khipu used
to group kinds of obligations. In early colonial times, European courts,
even the royal audiencias, readily accepted sworn testimony based on
the khipu. One witness, who came to the Andes as Francisco Pizarro’s
trumpeter, testified in another case:

the Indians of this country keep records and accounts of the things they give
their lords...using what they call guipos; everything given [even] for a long
time back is also recorded there. And this witness knows that the said gwipos
are very accurate and true since on many and different occasions the witness
has verified some of the accounts he has had with Indians, recording things
they had given and owed him and others he had given them. He has found
that the gwipos held by the said Indians were very accurate.. .’

The first two cords read in 1549 by Pawkar Waman’s accountant were
probably out of order; he had been asked if they had any mines and
if they did, to state how many ‘Indians’ were ‘thrown’ into the gold
mines. The answer was three men and three women from each pachaka,
100 households; they served for one year each.

The record keeper was then allowed to proceed in his own way. First
he listed eight obligations owed to the Inka crown in Cusco and beyond.
One was to send ‘four hundred Indians’ to the capital, some 6o days’
walk from their homes, ‘to make walls’. Another 400 went to plant,
raising food ‘for those absent’. Even allowing for the probability that
400 refers to both sexes, even 400 pairs or couples out of 4,000
households is a very high percentage of the total Chupaychu population.
Had all other ethnic groups sent such high proportions to Cusco, there
would have been no place, physically, for them to stand. An easy way
out is to assume a mistake in translation or copying, since the interpreter
was a local man, whose Spanish arithmetic could have been tentative.
The 400 masons may well have coincided with the 400 who farmed since

47 Waldemar Espinoza Soriano, ‘Los huanca aliados de la conquista (1560]’, Anales Cientificos
de la Universidad del Centro, Huancayo, 1 (1971-2), 367.
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frequently people sent out on mit’a duties had to raise their own food.
Another explanation would be to assume that the lords had some reason
to exaggerate their burdens in Inka times. These eight cords also
included people who guarded the mummy of king Thupa; others were
stationed in garrisons facing the rebellious Far North.

The next ten or so cords dealt with duties performed nearer to home,
within the dispersed territory controlled by the Chupaychu, in what is
today the department of Hudnuco. They included herding the state
camelids, weaving their wool and gathering ‘earths and colours’ for
dyeing. Three cords enumerated mining salt and harvesting hot
peppers and coca leaf. Cord 13 dealt with the main tier of the Chupaychu
country, the broad bed of the Pillkumayu, the river known today as
the Huallaga. Here Pawkar Waman’s people provided 40 ‘Indians’
who:

guarded the fields which they [the Inka] had throughout this valley and the
maize [harvested] went mostly to Cusco but also to the storehouses [at the
administrative center of Huanuco Pampa, two days’ away]...%

This is the only reference in the khipu to lands alienated by the state
within the Chupaychu territory.

Cords 17-20 form a macro-category of skilled. artisans who also
remained in the home area. One referred to beaters for the royal hunt,
another to sandal-makers, a third to ‘carpenters to make plates and
bowls’ in the wooded areas downriver from their main settlements. This
is also the tier on which coca leaf is grown but the two cords listing
these duties were not contiguous on the khipu as recorded.

With cords 21—24 we return to activities connected with state
installations, except that these deal with the regional Inka administrative
centre at Huanuco Pampa, two days’ walk from the Huallaga valley.
Here 68 Chupaychu households provided ‘guards’, a job they shared
with many other ethnic groups in the region — but so far archaeological
research has been unable to determine from within what radius the
‘guards’ were recruited for this large, urban-like centre.

Eighty more households sent bearers, ready to carry burdens along
the royal highway. Only two waystations are listed, one five days’ march
south, the other only one day away. The European chronicles had
reported that bearers were responsible for only one day’s carrying but

48 Ortiz de Zudiiga, La Provincia de Ledn, 11, 306.
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students of the Inka communications network, like John Hyslop, doubt
this. Forty ‘older’ men were assigned to guard ‘ the women of the Inka’
— these were the ag/ia, the ‘chosen’ women who wove and cooked for
the troops passing through, on their way north.

Number 25, the last cord read, returns us to both agriculture and the
home valley: 500 households ‘planted and did other things without
leaving their country’. This is the largest single number reported on
the khipu and refers superficially to the same kind of tasks as cord 13.
Maize grows well here; it was an important sumptuary and ceremonial
crop. The beer made from it was indispensable for ceremonies and
institutionalized ‘ generosity’. We can assume that the 40 Indians of cord
13, one household from each pachaka, were those responsible, year
around, while the soo took turns cultivating.

All these many activities, no matter how diverse, can be subsumed
under mit’a prestations: soldiering, planting, masonry, were all expendi-
tures of energy on behalf of the state, owed in different proportions by
virtually all ethnic groups incorporated by Tawantinsuyu. None of these
cords imply giving or ‘paying’ anything from one’s own resources —
if we do not count the lands alienated originally and worked now for
the benefit of the state, the crown and the Sun.

There was, however, one exception: cords 8 and 9 dealt with ‘making
feathers’ and gathering honey. These were uncultivated products that
were handed over (to whom?) by the unmarried young, as a by-product
of their herding and scouting work on behalf of their households. It
is in this sense that there was ‘no tribute’ in Inka society: the only items
in kind actually turned over to the state were provided by those who
had not yet formed their own household and the objects themselves
were ‘raw’ in Claude Lévi-Strauss’s dichotomy. Nothing ‘cooked’ was
owed the authority, nothing that had been cultivated or manufactured
for the individual’s own storeroom.

The fact that the revenues of the state consisted overwhelmingly of
prestations in energy, of time spent on the state’s behalf in a wide range
of enterprises, comes out very clearly from the Chupaychu khipu. The
best of the European eyewitnesses understood this: Cieza and Polo
make the point emphatically and contrast this burden with the tributes
in kind exacted from the Andean populations in the 1550s. The very
same inspection protocol of 1549 records also what the Chupaychu now
gave to Gomez Arias de Avila, their encomendero. That khipu is a long
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list of sacks of coca leaf, finished garments, European footwear, roof
tiles, exotic food and poultry, all of which they were expected to hand
over in kind. The juxtaposition on neighbouring pages, recording
revenues generated according to Andean and European principles,
could not be more dramatic.

The rapid expansion of Tawantinsuyu over 4,000 kilometres from what
today is Ecuador in the north to Chile and Argentina in the south,
achieved in less than a century, implied changes in the basic and ancient
dimensions of Andean organization. Administrative as well as religious
ties were strained. Indirect rule through the ethnic lords and the local
shrines became more difficult because common understandings could
not be taken for granted. Ecological complementarity worked best
where there were no large scale markets; state revenues based on mit’a
prestations were easier to enforce where regional political authorities
were used to such revenues. However, by A.D. 1500, many of these
pre-conditions could no longer be taken for granted.

Cusco armies found themselves in unfamiliar, temperate or equatorial
regions, hence new ecological circumstances. For example, north of
Cajamarca, in Peru, puna conditions were replaced with rainier and
warmer climates in which no one lived at 4,000 metres altitude ; where
ch’uiiu and ch’arki freeze-dried reserves could not be made; and where
ecological complementarity, if present at all, was practised on a minor
and very local basis.

In the puna where the densest population lived, complementary
exchanges remained in the hands of the ethnic group. Barter and trade,
if present at all, were marginal since the caravans of a single ethnic group
connected the political and economic nucleus with the outliers they
controlled. Where distances were less and contrasts minimal, exchanges
might remain in the hands of peasant households but could also have
been left to outsiders, some of them professional traders. Roswith
Hartmann has stressed that the southern patterns of ‘no trade, no
markets’, did not apply to all of Tawantinsuyu;*® Udo Oberem and
Frank Salomon have shown that in the Pasto-Carchi area there were
mindala, long- and middle-distance exchange specialists. One of the
sumptuary commodities they marketed was coca leaf, grown in the

4 Roswith Hartmann, Markte im alten Pers (Bonn, 1968).
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north by lowland dwellers who were not highland colonists; other
items of light weight but high value are also listed. Salomon suggests
that these traders enjoyed the political protection of highland ethnic
leaders and could devote all their time to exchange activities.?®

In the north, Tawantinsuyu encountered fiercer resistance than it had
faced in more familiar country. The dynastic oral tradition records the
need to ‘ re-conquer’ again and again the territories north of Tumipampa,
the modern Cuenca. These military challenges presumably encouraged
the Inka to experiment first with non-mit’a soldiers from the Aymara
south; only twelve years before the European invasion they too were
replaced by local ex-rebels, the Cafiari, co-opted for military duties on
a virtually full-time basis. Frank Salomon has traced the details of Inka
expansion in the north and shown that the attempt to impose southern
social and economic institutions was late and partial.®!

The new long distances from Cusco also made it difficult, if not
impossible, for the mitmaq to exercise their residual ‘archipelago’ rights
in their original polity. By 1532 the people may still have been counted
on the khipu of their original group, but if it was now too distant and
their new duties very specialized, they tended to remain wherever they
had resettled. Even the appearance and the victory of the Europeans
did not persuade some mitmagq to return to their places of origin, unless
they came from nearby ethnic groups, as happened with the ‘thousand’
state weavers at Huancané. )

Another factor encouraging permanent settlement away from their
ethnic base was the privileges granted to those relocated. In the
Huallaga valley the inspections of 1549 and 1562 recorded complaints
by the newcomers and their locally born descendants that as soon as
the Inka regime had collapsed, the local people had taken back many
of the fields which had been alienated for the benefit of the mitmaq.
And yet there is no evidence that any of the plaintiffs returned to their
own regions; they simply gave up guarding the fortresses to which they
had been assigned and resettled among the natives.

Waldemar Espinoza has published records of severe Inka relocation

8 Udo Oberem, “El acceso a recursos naturales de diferentes ecologias en la sierra ecuatoriana
(siglo XVT)’, International Congres of Ameticanists, Actes (Paris, 1978), 1v; Frank Salomon,
‘Systtmes politiques vérticaux aux marchés de I'empire inca’, in AESC, 33/5—6 (1978),
967-89.

$1 Frank Salomon, Esbnic lords of Quito in the age of the Incas: the political economy of north- Andean
chiefdoms (Comell, 1978).
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policies enforced in the Abancay region;®2 a high percentage of the local
population was deported elsewhere and their farms granted to mitmagq,
some from as far away as present-day Ecuador. Similar measures were
taken along the coast, where the Inka had upon occasion met serious
resistance: the local irrigation societies were dislocated, a higher
percentage of coastal land was alienated for state use, lowlanders were
not trusted in the army and temples of the solar cult were imposed. To
what extent the highlanders interfered with the coast-wise traffic by raft
to the warm waters of the Gulf of Guayaquil®® is unknown, but it is
not likely that it remained unaffected.

The most extreme cases of resettlement by the state go beyond any
conceivable extension of the principle of ecological complementarity.
They involve two ample, maize-producing valleys at Yucay and at
Cochabamba. In both cases the aboriginal population was deported and
new people brought in.5* Apparently no effort was made to present this
relocation in ideologically palatable terms: the regions emptied were too
large and the deportations too thorough to be explained in terms of
‘access to 2 maximum variety of resources’.

At Yucay, which is close to Cusco, the resettlement had to do with
political factors: among those transferred here were the full-time
soldiers co-opted from the rebel Cafiari in the north. Their almost
full-time dedication to military duties may have been without precedent
in the Andes but, like the Charka whom they had replaced only twelve
years before 1532, the Cafiari were still recruited along ethnic lines and
they were still expected to grow their own food when at home.?®

At Cochambamba, the largest maize-growing valley in all of Tawan-
tinsuyu, the local people were also expelled, but here an unprecedented
step was taken to increase the productivity of the state acreage. In King
Wayna Qhapaq’s time, just before the European invasion, the newly
emptied territory was divided first into quadrants and each of these into
strips, reaching ‘from cordillera to cordillera’. Each strip was assigned
to a highland Aymara-speaking group living from as far north as Lake

52 Waldemar Espinoza Soriano, ‘Colonias de mitmas muiltiples en Abancay, Siglos XV & XVI:
una informacién inédita de 1§75 para la etnohistoria andina’, Revista de/ Museo Nacional (Lima),
39 (1973), 225799

52 Maria Rostworowski de Diez Canseco, ‘Mercadores del valle de Chincha en la época
pre-hispanica’, Revista Espasiola de Antropologia. Americana (Madrid), 5 (1970), 135—-78; John
V. Murra, ‘El trifico de muelu en la Costa del Pacifico’, in Formaciones economicas (1975).

3¢ Nathan Wachtel, ‘Les mitimaes de la vallée de Cochabamba: la politique de colonisation de
Wayna Capac’, Journal de la Société des Américanistes (Paris, 1980).

55 Murra, ‘La Guerra et les rébellions’, 933—4.
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Titicaca to the desert of Atacama in the south; the cultivators they
provided were not mitmaq settlers but mi’ayuq sent in temporarily on
rotation. But for a few rows of maize in each quadrant, destined to feed
the mit’a (which involved no less than 13,000 cultivators and 2,400
local storehouses), the bulk of the corn harvested was sent to the
administrative centre the Inka had built at Paria, on the altiplano, and
from there to Cusco.5® The replacement of the mitmagq principle with
a new kind of mit’a must have had ideological implications which have
not yet been unravelled.

There was another change in late Inka times with ultimately
far-reaching consequences: the emergence of populations whose affilia-
tion and enumeration with the original group had been severed by the
state. These people devoted full-time attention to royal, and possibly
even state, business. The aglla women ‘chosen’ to weave for the state
and the kings have already been mentioned; Waman Puma heard that
there had been six kinds of aqlla of differing status and responsibilities.®?
Virtually nothing is known about their internal organization because
they were attractive to European soldiers (who identified them as
‘nuns’) and thus disappeared almost immediately after 1532. A male
equivalent were the yana, who were also removed from the authority
of their traditional settlements. Unlike the aqlla, they formed house-
holds; they worked full-time as artisans, herders and cultivators.

There is evidence of pre-Inka retainers assigned to the polygynous
households of the ethnic lords. One minor authority in the Huallaga
valley reported four such local yana: one, living above the main valley
did the lord’s herding; the second toiled below, in the coca leaf fields;
the last two lived in the same settlement with their master and attended
to his many interests. It may be simply a coincidence that the number
of his yana was the same as that of his wives.%8

Inka ideology, as reflected in the dynastic oral tradition, claimed
however that the yana were their innovation. A royal ‘brother’, sent
to inspect the realm and conduct a census, is alleged to have withheld
some populations from the khipu, hoping to use them in a dynastic
challenge to his reigning kinsman. The plot failed and the brother’s skin
was made into a drum; the people he had left unreported were also
treated as rebels and were due to be killed. The queen is supposed to
have stopped the massacre by suggesting to her husband that the

8 Wachtel, ‘Les Mitimaes’. 57 Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva Coronica, 298-300 [300—2).
%8 Murra, ‘La visita de los chupachu’.
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‘rebels’ could profitably be put to work on royal estates. Since the place
where it all happened was called Yanayaku, the retainers were thereafter
named yana and sometimes_yanayakus.>®

European observers reported these populations as being ‘free’ from
their kinship and ethnic obligations since they were no longer
enumerated on their original khipu. While many have asserted that their
service status was hereditary, the evidence for this is not conclusive:
one of the few mentions of their fate in reliable, early accounts claimed
that only the son of the yana who was ‘fit’ for it would succeed in the
job. The others presumably returned to their ethnic home. There is
much pressure on the evidence to make it read as if the yana were
slaves.®0

Attempts to present as privileges what were actually new onerous
tasks and changes in status probably preceded the Inka. The name of
the aqlla, lost to their ethnic group and to their potential husbands, came
from aqllay, to select, to choose ; the name of the yana came from yanapay,
to assist fully, to help someone without strict calculation of return. The
deported retainer was to view his new task as a variant of the most
unselfish and emotionally fulfilling kind of reciprocal duties.®! It is
uncertain if anyone in the Inka state was taken in by such transparent
verbal devices; there is much about these retainer populations that we
still do not know. One of the more accessible dimensions of their status
and functions should be their percentage in the population. While the
total was apparently low (about 1 per cent of the total), this need not
be the only consideration. If the trend was towards an increase, and if
their status was affected by ‘rebellions’, the yana may have been the
harbingers of the future. Tawantinsuyu in 1500 seems to have been
moving away from fairly autonomous ethnic groups speaking their own
languages, worshipping their own gods and able to provide, as an ethnic
group, for most of their own needs. All this would be affected and, in
the long run, threatened by the emergence of full-time retainers.%?

5 John V. Murra, ‘Nueva informacién sobre las poblaciones yana’, in Formaciones economicas.

80 Emilio Choy, Antropologia ¢ bistoria (Lima, 1979). On the debate about the mode of production
which prevailed in 1532, see the various articles reproduced in Waldemar Espinoza Soriano
(ed.), Los modos de produccién en el imperio de los incas (Lima, 1978).

$1 Murr, ‘Nueva informacién sobre las poblaciones yana’.

$% For further discussion of Andean societies before the European invasion. See CHL A, 1,
Wachtel, ch. 7, 215—-19.
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THE INDIANS OF SOUTHERN SOUTH
AMERICA IN THE MIDDLE OF THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY*

At the time of the European invasion into South America, the southern
cone presents at first sight a confusing array of different and shifting
ethnic and social groups. To the north were the great Andean
civilizations: complex, centralized state structures, astonishing techno-
logical achievements, unique forms of economic organization, stable
ethnic boundaries and well-defined rights to land, and long-distance
communications stretching back for centuries. The cultures of the
southern cone inevitably offer a pale contrast. The influence of the states
to the north was, of course, felt in many areas. By 1532 the Inca empire
extended as far south as what is today Santiago de Chile, but both
archaeological and documentary records give evidence of movement,
exchange and communication beyond the limits of a single political
system. This chapter will suggest the ecological complementarity of
different peoples, each in a particular environment, or establishing
settlements in different niches; many of them nomadic, some trans-
humant, at times co-existing peacefully with their neighbours, at times
competing for particular resources and in some cases so specialized
economically that their livelihood depended on a complex and far-
reaching circulation of subsistence goods.

The very complexity of the Inca state was in part responsible for its
rapid subjection to the king of Spain. In contrast, the less settled, less
centralized societies in the southern and south-eastern periphery of the
continent were not so readily subjugated. In some cases, for example
the famous Araucanians, effective European domination came only after
centuries of military pressure. Unfortunately for the historian such

* Translated from the Spanish and reduced in length by Mr John Palmer, Institute of Social

Anthropology, Oxford; translation revised by Ms Olivia Harris, Goldsmiths’ College London,
and the Editor.
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resistance has made our knowledge of these peoples extremely frag-
mentary. At present we can only offer a classification of the peoples of
the southern cone, one that can do little more than establish the general
configuration and possible historical links between different societies
and different areas.

For present purposes the southern cone has been divided into three
geographical areas, a classification which is based on economic
differences. No system of classification is free of inconsistency, gaps and
contradictions, but this general division offers a starting point for
grasping the range and variation of cultures. The three main cultural
areas are:

1. The southern Andean agriculturists;

2. Lowland hunter-gatherers and cultivators of the Chaco, inter-fluvial
and littoral regions;

3. Hunters, gatherers and fishers of the Pampa, Patagonia and the
southern Archipelago.

THE SOUTHERN ANDES

We refer here to all those societies whose economy was based on a mix

of agriculture and camelid-herding, covering the area of what is today

southern Peru and Bolivia, three-quarters of Chile and north-west

Argentina, including the province of Mendoza. This area can again be

regionally subdivided into:

i. A central section, including the Aymara, Lipe, Chango, Atacama
and Diaguita of northern Chile, and the Omaguaca and Diaguita
of north-west Argentina;

ii. The south-eastern periphery, including lowland societies which had
been the meeting ground of Andean lowland cultures: the Lule and
Tonocoté of Tucumin, the Sanavirén and Comechingén of the hills
of Cérdoba and San Luis, and the Huarpe of San Juan and
Mendoza;

iii. The southern periphery from the Aconcagua valley to the island of
Chiloé where Mapuche and highland Pehuenche lived.

Although the Inca claimed credit for all the technological advance-
ment in the area, in fact its historical roots lay thousands of years earlier.
The population which the Europeans encountered after the invasion
appears to have been fragmented into distinct ethnic groups in the wake
of the decline of Tiwanaku culture — a period known as ‘local-level
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development’. At its height during this period the Aymara-speaking
population of Arica and Tarapacd has been calculated at 8,851.! Besides
the Aymara agriculturists of the inland valleys, this figure included three
groups of nomadic fishers of the Atacama coast who called themselves
Uru, Camanchaca and Proanche, although known collectively since the
seventeenth century as the Chango. By 1540, after the Incas had
transplanted part of the Aymara population as mitimaes, their number
had fallen, according to early encomienda title deeds, to about §,000, plus
some 6oo—700 Chango. The Aymara agriculturists looked down on
these coastal fishing people, who, like others specializing in fishing, were
known as Uru. An account of 1581 talks of 400 Urus in Atacama ‘who
are not baptized, nor concentrated, nor obey anybody although they
give fish to the lords of Atacama as a symbolic gesture of recognition.
They are very primitive, they neither sow nor gather, and feed only on
fish’.2 However, archaeological evidence suggests that the Chango wore
clothing similar to that worn by Aymara: remains of domestic crops
and of metal and ceramic objects have been discovered together with
offerings and fishing instruments. The Chango were thought to have
been descendants of the Atacama; it is certainly not clear that they were
always a distinct ethnic group. Their mode of subsistence and the name
Chango may have been the result of colonial conditions. Of the Atacama
language, Cunza, only fragmentary wordlists, phrases and songs survive,
and the size of the pre-Hispanic Cunza-speaking population is open to
conjecture: sixteenth-century figures are unrepresentative, because at
the time the Atacama were at war with the Spaniards.

To the east is the valley of Humahuaca, which was worked by
members of many ethnic groups including Chichas. The Omaguaca
themselves apparently spoke a distinct language. Their southern neigh-
bours, the so-called Diaguita, comprised three main linguistic groups,
each speaking a different dialect of cacana. These three groups were the
Pular of Salta valley; the Calchaqui, settled in the Calchaqui and Yocavil
valleys of Salta and adjacent parts of Tucumadn and Catamarca; and, to
their south, the Diaguita, inhabiting most of Catamarca and neighbour-
ing districts of La Rioja. It has been calculated that the pre-conquest
population of these three groups exceeded §5,000.2

! Horacio Larrain, ‘ La poblacién indigena de Tarapaci, norte de Chile, entre 1538 y 1581°, Norte

Grande (Universidad Catélica de Chile, Instituto de Geografia, Santiago), 1/3-4 (1975).

* Marcos Jimenez de la Espada (ed.), Relacsones geogrdficas de Indias. Persi (1881—97), 3 vols. (Madrid,

196%), 11, 61.
* Antonio Serrano, Los aborigents argentinos. Sintesis etnogrdfica (Buenos Aires, 1947), 20.
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The inhabitants of the valleys to the west of the cordillera also came
to be known as Diaguita. The extension was originally made on the
grounds of linguistic and ceramic affinities. As to ceramics, recent
archaeological research has demonstrated that local correlations between
the two Andean areas do exist, in a way which indicates that the western
groups had reached a stage of transition to Diaguita culture under
pressure from a westward migration of Diaguita in the tenth century.
Regarding linguistic affinities, though, comparative study of respective
proper names and place names reveals very few traces of a relationship.
That north-east Chile was ever a Cacana-speaking area is still more
improbable, in view of the fact that, at the end of the sixteenth century,
according to a contemporaneous Jesuit, Father Valdivia, Mapuche was
spoken as far north as Copiapé. Bibar, in contrast, had maintained that
five local languages were spoken in different valleys between Copiapd
and Aconcagua.? It is not possible to determine whether Mapuche
expansion was pre-Hispanic or whether the linguistic homogeneity
which Valdivia perceived was due to the post-conquest transplanting
of indigenous groups: in this instance, Diaguita were conscripted by
the Spaniards to fight against the southern Mapuche, and captive
Mapuche were sent to work in the northern gold mines.

Early documents allow for a reasonably accurate estimation of
Chilean Diaguita population at different moments in history. In 1535
the population of the valleys of Copiapé, Huasco, Coquimbo, Limari,
Combarbala and Choapa amounted to 25,000 inhabitants; by 1540 the
number had dropped to 20,000 and continued to fall until it reached
10,900 in 1545. In other words, the population fell in ten years by more
than half.

The geography of the central section of the south-central Andes is
typified by high mountains, sea and desert. In Tarapaci, the desert
between the west coast and the Andean foothills is generally unfavour-
able for agriculture, but there were pre-Hispanic farming communities
living both on the coast by rivers and inland in valleys or by oases such
as at Pica. Most permanent settlements, though, were found in the
Andes from 2,000—3,200 metres above sea level.

The southern altiplano, or pana, from 3,300 to 4,200 metres altitude,
has always been an area of transhumant pastoralism based on the
exploitation of its limited resources. Agriculture is severely restricted

4 Ger6nimo de Bibar, Crénicay Relacion Copiosay Verdadera de los Reinos de Chile (1558] (Santiago,
1966), 27, 29, 32, 38.
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because of salt deposits and the high frost rate. These conditions
encouraged communication and exchange between groups, both neigh-
bouring and distant, using llama caravans. To the east of the high
plateau, and between the Humahuaca valley to the north and the
Diaguita to the south, lies an extensive tract of intermontane valleys
and gorges. Local vegetation includes two species of tree, the algarrobo
(Prosopis chilensis) and the chafiar (Geoffrea decorticans), which were of
economic and cultural significance both here and in the oases of the
Atacama desert.

In much of the area agriculture depended on the natural drainage
system, and hence the population was scattered. In certain areas,
however, forms of irrigation were used, though on a much smaller scale
and of less complexity than the famous hydraulic feats of the states to
the north. For example, in Quebrada del Toro in the valley of Calchaqui,
swollen rivers were used to flood fields and terraces in succession. This
irrigation system, using stone walls to protect against erosion; produced
larger areas of arable land than the systems in use today. In other areas,
for example the valley of the Mapocho, it was probably Inca technology
that made possible the cultivation of land away from the river beds
through the construction of irrigation canals. According to Cristobal
de Molina, Chilean Diaguita fertilized their maize crops by sowing each
seced inside a sardine. More generally, though, the farmers of the
southern Andes used the guano deposits of seabirds and llama dung to
fertilize the soil, as they still do. Traditional indigenous systems of crop
rotation and fallowing the land also survive.

Both archaeological and historical evidence suggests that each
kin-based community engaged in a variety of subsistence activities;
those who cultivated the land also kept flocks of camelids. Fishing
groups appear to have been more specialized, concentrating on one
species of fish or on sealing and manufacturing sealskin canoes for
exchange. However, fishing people probably also farmed in addition to
obtaining agricultural products through exchange. It is of interest to
note that mollusc shells from the Pacific Ocean are found not only in
the Atacama oases but also in numerous sites on the eastern slopes of
the Andes. Despite the importance of farming activities, the subsidiary
value of hunting and gathering must not be overlooked. The fruit of
the algarrobo and chaiiar trees, both of which are well adapted to an
arid environment, were the means of survival in times of drought: they
were ground to a flour for making bread and fermented, as they still
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are today, to produce beer for festivals. The fruits were also used as
fodder for llamas.

The socio-economic organization of this area was thus typically
Andean: each domestic unit was minimally self-sufficient in food,
textiles and pottery production. Metal-working was a domestic industry,
too, judging by the frequent and widespread references that are made
to pre-Inka foundries. Pedro Sande, for example, remarked with
reference to the entire Lipez region that ‘the Indians build small
smelt-furnaces in their houses and on hilltops to catch the wind; in
general, they all engage in processing and extracting silver’.> On the
other hand, it has been suggested that specialist artisans must have been
responsible for producing certain types of metal and textile objects
associated with social status and religious or mortuary functions.

Settlement patterns among these agriculturists were adapted not only
to ecological but also to historical circumstances. The first evidence we
have of the administration of a hierarchically organized social system
by an incipient elite dates from the period 300—900, when the Atacama
culture was flourishing. During this period, some sites in north-west
Argentina were colonized, evidenced by findings of artefacts in the San
Pedro style, including polished black ceramics and objects associated
with the so-called ‘rapé-complex’ used for the consumption of hallu-
cinogenic drugs. A general shift in settlement patterns occurred in the
area as a whole during the post-Tiwanaku period when it was subjected
to Aymara pressure from the north. The chullpas (funerary towers) in
the headwaters of the Rio Loa which, it is thought, were built by Aymara
from Lipez, are evidence of such pressure. The shift in settlement
patterns consisted of a change from the dispersed residences in valleys
or by oases to fortified towns (pucara). These stone edifices were built
on strategically high ground, partly in response to a demand for
resources and partly in response to the disruptive, often violent, effects
of migration. Disputes and violence may also have resulted on occasion,
from attempts to re-open old traffic routes or to re-colonize far-off
territory.

Towards the end of the Late Intermediate period, with its pre-
dominantly local-level political organization, a sort of inter-regional
equilibrium was achieved through the development of centralized

8 Juan Lozano Machuca, ‘Carta del factor de Potosi Juan Lozano Machuca al virrey del Perd,
en donde se describe 1z provincia de los Lipes’, in Jimenez de la Espada, Relacions geogrificas
de Perd, 11, 61.
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polities. This development must have facilitated regional specialization
and access to far-flung resources; some of the more concentrated
settlements could not have survived without access to such resources,
since their immediate territory was insufficient to support a dense
population. Even in the eighteenth century there were settlements from
Atacama in the valley of Calchaqui; this pattern of dispersed settlement
may have extended as far south as Santiago. This system must have
been reinforced, directly or indirectly, by Inca government.® On the one
hand, imperial peace would enable local lords to establish more secure
relations with distant subjects; on the other, the Inka practice of
redistributing the population afforded unprecedented possibilities of
maintaining links with far-off areas. For example, Diaguita' mitimaes
were being sent to Cochabamba until as late as 1580, judging by
archaeological discoveries there of funerary urns belonging to the
Santamariana Calchaquf culture.?

As occurred elsewhere in the Andes, some land was probably
allocated preferentially to the lords of the polity (c#racas). The rights
to land and resources conferred on curacas would have been supple-
mented by their claim to the services of the group’s collective labour
at certain times of the year. Otherwise the individual nuclear families
probably had relative parity of access to fields and to water supplies.
We know that in colonial times communities laid collective claim to
both pasture lands and algarrobo groves. There is justification for
thinking, however, that there were limitations and obligations attached
to the use of communally tilled land; irrigated fields are an obvious case
in point. Where conflict arose over access to basic goods and services,
local leaders would have been prominent in the resolution of the
conflict. They were also responsible for the distribution of public wealth
and for the organization of labour. The gold mines in the Aconcagua
valley, for instance, are known to have been worked by members of
local communities during the Inca period, according to a system of
rotating shifts arranged by the curacas.®

The ethnic lords were clearly privileged figures, marked out from the
rest of the people, and their activities were regarded with veneration.
% John V. Murra, ‘El control vertical de un mdximo de pisos ecolégicos en la economia de las

sociedades andinas’, in liigo Ortiz de Zuiiiga, Visita de la provincia de Leén de Hudnuco en 1562,

J. V. Murra (ed.) (2 vols., Huinuco, 1967-72).

7 Dick Edgar Ibarra Grasso, Argentina Indigena y Prebistoria Americana (Buenos Aires, 1967), 659.
8 Pedro Marifio de Lovera, Crénica del reino de Chile [1595] (Santiago, 1867), 54-5.
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They married many wives: sixteenth-century chronicles mention lords
in Copiap6 who had up to ten or twelve wives. They wore ‘lustrous’
robes of llama wool. A different writer describes as ‘poor’ those whose
clothing is made of fibre from the cabuya plant. The lords were greeted
in a special way, and their houses were conspicuous in size and
appearance. Despite the prestige attached to their hereditary office,
however, their authority rested at all times on consensus. In peace-time,
this meant an assembly of heads of family amongst whom agreement
was reached, we are told, only after lengthy deliberation and abundant
beer-drinking; in war-time, young warriors also participated in the
deliberations, and they were consulted on policy matters. Under Inca
rule, the influence of such leaders probably increased to the extent that
they collaborated with the invaders; we know that they spoke Quechua,
and some had visited Cuzco where they exchanged gifts with the Inca.
Their authority and social distinction extended to female kin. One
woman of the curaca class was carried about in a litter and was able
to save the lives of two Spaniards against the wishes of other leading
men in Copiapé.?

In its general outlines, this model corresponds most closely to the
political system of the Diaguita. With the exception of Calchaqui, these
societies were normally autonomous and little centralized: that is to say,
all the curacas in a locality exercised, power on an equal footing, and
separate local or ethnic groups were opposed, forming temporary
alliances only under conditions of semi-permanent warfare when the
most prestigious among the allied military chiefs was elected to head
the rest. However, a military hierarchy did not exist as a separate
socio-political unit: just as military leadership was connected with the
office of curaca, warriors were not a separate group. Farmers working
the soil, for instance, went armed with bows and arrows; those diggirig
for salt kept watch at the same time.

In the case of the Atacama, the Humahuaca, and perhaps also the
Calchaqui, by contrast, the power of a principal curaca extended beyond
the radius of his own community to include not only distant colonies
but also different ethnic groups. The Humahuaca town curaca is a case
in point, since not only did he hold sway over the leaders of the
numerous Humahuaca valley settlements, but his control also extended
beyond the limits of the valley: a proportion of the Ocloya, for instance,

* Bibar, Crénica, 66.
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were dependent on the Omaguaca, and may have been their mitimaes
as well.1% The southern territories of the Inca empire owed their
allegiance to Cuzco, but they were in some cases also subject to more
local control. Apo Cari, for instance, a lord of the Lupaca on the shores
of Lake Titicaca, was, according to his grandson, second in person to
the Inca, with command over an area stretching from Cuzco to Chile,
in which ‘lands were cultivated for him...and he was given clothes,
silver, and Indian men and women servants’.!! Finally, in the context
of the internal and inter-ethnic political relations in this area, it should
not be forgotten that the Spaniards took advantage not only of disputes
and rivalries but also of existing relations of solidarity and dependence.
When Almagro, for instance, undertook the conquest of the southern
Inca empire, he had the backing of 10,000 bearers under the command
of three high-ranking figures (two from Cuzco and one from Copa-
cabana) with whose counsel and collaboration the way was cleared for
the Spanish Army.

Only the eatliest and most detailed Spanish documents provide us
with even fragmentary data for the reconstruction of pre-Hispanic
institutions. In much of this area a system of dual administration was
in operation which Spanish descriptions of indigenous political systems
often overlooked by emphasizing one curaca to the exclusion of the
other. Chronicles do reiterate, nevertheless, that the Spaniards met two
leaders in each valley of the Chilean Diaguita region. Os: the basis of
such material we can reconstruct that each valley was conceived as a
whole formed of an upper and a lower moiety: the mountain moiety
and the coastal moiety. The former was governed by the principal curaca
and the latter by a junior one. Each had under his leadership two
military chiefs. It is uncertain if the moieties were endogamous or
exogamous, or according to what principles of descent and residence
they functioned. Although paired curacas in the valleys are described
as brothers, this term was most probably symbolic of kinship ties
uniting the two moieties which they represented. Their relationship was
one of rivalry and competition; and they fought one another in ritual
battles, which the chronicles interpreted as warfare in the European
sense. On the other hand, they also co-operated with one another and
frequently decisions were made by mutual consent.

The social structure of the Atacama, northern neighbours of the
Chilean Diaguita, was based on this type of dual organization until the

19 Serrano, Los aborigenes, 71~2.
11 Garci Diez de San Miguel, Visita becha a la provincia de Chucuito [1567] (Lima, 1964), 107.
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beginning of the nineteenth century; that of the Aymara of Tarapaci,
further north still, has remained so up to the present. In north-west
Argentina the presence of dual organization is revealed both by
historical sources and by archaeological remains. A notable exception
was the early seventeenth-century Calchaqui valley, where, according
to numerous accounts written at the time, one person held sway over
the entire valley. This unitary command, though can be understood in
connection with the necessities of war — specifically the war of resistance
to European domination which the Calchaqui people had by then been
fighting for a long time. Elsewhere, chronicles repeatedly mention that
single villages had two leaders. Argentine Diaguita society had dual
organization until the seventeenth century, as attested both by frequent
references to encomiendas and repartimientos formed of paired residential
groups, and also, even more significantly, by references to groups
recognizing two leaders.!?

A further example of dual organization in north-west Argentina is
contained in Father Lozano’s account of Piltipico and Diego Teluy,
the two Omaguaca curacas in the last decade of the sixteenth century.
Piltipico is presented as ‘the most authorized and famous (cacigue) in
the whole province of Omaguaca...(a man) whose name was the dread
not only of timorous Indians but even of the boldest Spaniards’. Yet,
despite his having entered a period of peace after ‘thirty years of fury
spent depopulating several cities’, he was incited to take up arms again
by Teluy, who was ‘cacique in the town, properly called Omaguaca,
from which the whole valley derives its name’.13

The southern limits of dual organization coincide with the imaginary
line that may be drawn between the Aconcagua valley and Mendoza.
The founder of Mendoza was received by the two Huarpe curacas,
Ocoyunta and Allalme, ‘with others who came from those valleys,
whose names are Gueimare, Anato, Trabalasto, and others, and who
were obeyed by all the Indians in the neighbouring district’.!® In the
east, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century registers of curacas in Cordoba
record the existence of settlements with two or three lords.!®

Although there were no temples in the sense understood by the

2 Anibal Montes, * Encomiendas de indios Diaguitas documentadas en ¢l Archivo Histérico de
Cdérdoba’, Revista (Universidad Nacional de Cérdoba, Instituto de Antropologia), nos. 2—3
(1961), 7-29.

13 Pedro Lozano, Historia de la compariia de Jessis en la Provincia del Paraguay (2 vols., Madrid, 1754-5),
I, 211, 215§.

4 Marifio de Lovera, Cronica, 251.

18 Alberto Rex Gonzales, Arte, estructura y arqueologia. Andlisis de figuras duales y anatrdpicas del N.O.
Argentino (Buenos Aires, 1974), 133.
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Spaniards in this area there were, for example in Calchaqui, special cult
houses called mochaderos, buildings decorated with sticks, feathers and
religious sculptures. There were also many sacred places where people
worshipped; at Copiap6, Spanish captives were imprisoned in a
sanctuary.'® Andean houses have a religious significance beyond their
function as dwelling-places. To this day, wherever Andean tradition
persists, house-building is accompanied by a ceremony at which each
of the inner corners is consecrated. Houses were also associated with
ancestor cults, as attested both by historical and by archaeological
evidence of burial of the dead inside, or very near, their houses.

Religion in the south-central Andes was closely linked to the
socio-economic system. Lozano, for example, in describing Calchaqui
beliefs, revealed their metaphorical correspondence between the ances-
tors, human society and the universe. He wrote that ‘ Venus and other
more resplendent stars were deceased curacas, transformed at death into
those stars; ordinary Indians and llamas were converted into an
innumerable throng of less notable stars, and the most evil men became
devils’.1? The curacas’ proximity to the divine ancestors conferred on
them a sacred nature. For this reason, curacas are described sometimes
as buacas (sorcerers).

In the absence of contemporary descriptions of ideas and religious
beliefs, archaeological remains become a fundamental resource for their
reconstruction, as do the folklore and religious practices of today. Thus,
a correlation can be established between ancient Andean social structures
based on dual leadership and a series of sculptural, ceramic and graphic
representations of dualist conceptions, such as bird-men, or half-human,
half-feline figures. Other archaeological pieces combine features of one
or more animals which take on a quite different appearance when viewed
as a whole; for example, the appearance of a human face. Sometimes
opposition is represented realistically on the obverse faces of a piece;
for example, the open-eyed anthropomorphic figure which appears from
behind with its eyes closed, symbolizing life and death, vigilance and
sleep, day and night. Other pieces depict two different aspects of a
subjectaccording to theangle from which they are viewed. Finally, there
are many sculptured images of sexual polarity. Images of this nature
are usually formed of a pair of human figures, though feline features
may also be superimposed on the bas-relief at the junction of the knees

1¢ Marifio de Lovera, Crénica, 12.
17 Lozano, La Compaiia de Jesus, 1, 425.
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and feet of the figures. Much of this art was connected with the use
of hallucinogenic drugs and with myths about the metamorphoses of
the shaman — his transformation, for instance, into a hunter-warrior
endowed with feline qualities. It can also be seen, however, in the wider
context of understanding reality in terms of sets of opposed but
complementary categories which are used as classificatory concepts of
social organization.

Among religious specialists the most numerous were herbalists or
curers; the Hambi-Camayo were treated as sorcerers by the cabildo of
Santiago which decided to persecute them in November 1552. Some
‘spoke with the Devil’ and lacerated themselves during rituals when
the group gathered together for what the Spaniards called ‘holy
drunkenness’. On such occasions the shaman would beat a drum while
others danced and sang. There was in addition a common motif, known
as the ‘sacrificer’, of a human figure with an axe in one hand and 2 human
head in the other. Spanish prisoners of the Diaguita in the valley of
Copiap6 reported being taken before an ‘Indian who for many years
had had the duty of sacrificing...clothed in a long robe reaching to his
feet and in place of a staff carried a copper axe and what this Indian
sacrificed was people’.!® The cult of head-taking was associated with
military culture throughout northern Chile and north-west Argentina.

Inca hegemony brought the imperial cult of the sun and moon to
the area. It would appear that the state religion was blended with local
traditions, since the ‘sacrificer’ of Copiap6 performed rituals in worship
of the sun in front of the Spanish captives. Other Inca forms of worship
may have been restricted to immigrant mitimaes, for example the
sacrifices made in sanctuaries on high mountain peaks; sites have been
found on peaks between §,000 and 6,000 metres altitude in Santiago,
Coquimbo, San Juan, Jujuy and Atacama, where the extreme cold has
preserved figurines of silver, copper, gold and spondylus shell, clothed
in feathers and brightly coloured cloth, the wood to make fires and even
the bodies of the victims.

At the time of the European invasion and during the first centuries of
the colonial period, the south-east (that is to say, the forests and the
Chaco of Tucumain) was inhabited by the ‘Rhea’ people, so-called from
Quechua and in early chronicles because they wore rhea feathers. In fact,
there were at least two distinct groups, the Tonocoté and the Lule.

18 Marifio de Lovera, Crénica, 81—2; see also Bibar, Crénica, 66.
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The Tonocoté were sedentary llama-herders, who kept domesticated
rhea and cultivated maize, squash, beans and peanuts in the floodplains
of rivers, which they also fished. Their language was described by
several early authors as the ‘general language’ of the whole of
Tucumdn. The Matari of the Rio Bermejo were a Tonocoté tribe with
a total population of 20,000; in 1585, Alonso de Vera y Aragén, by his
own account, had 2,000 in his service. Tonocoté lived in well-stockaded
settlements of several thousand people.!® This was to defend themselves
against the Lule, nomadic hunter-gatherers of the tropical Chaco
woodlands who invaded Tonocoté territory in order to raid their
foothill villages. At the time of the conquest, Lule were centred between
Jujuy and Santiago del Estero. Barzana says that they lived scattered
‘without houses or gardens, but such warmongers, and in such
numbers, that had the Spaniards not arrived when they undertook the
conquest of the province of Tucumadn, this nation alone would have
done away with the Tonocoté, by eating some and forcing others to
surrender.”??

The Lule, ‘while they are a single people have diverse tongues
because they do not all reside in a single territory’. However, they also
understood Toconoté, which for them was the language of Christianity.
Among these peoples death was the occasion for ritual dancing,
chanting and beer-drinking, and for guests to give gifts which it was
the host’s obligation to reciprocate. Similar rites secured a good
algarrobo harvest or a supply of honey, or a victory over adversaries.

In the central sierras to the south of the Tonocoté lived two societies,
the Sanavirén and the Comechingén. The Sanavirdn were settled in an
extensive ar¢a south of the Rio Dulce, including the Mar Chiquita
depression. The Comechingén lived in the Sierra de San Luis and the
Sierra de Cérdoba. In the second half of the sixteenth century, the two
groups together numbered 30,000 distributed in over 6oo villages. Each
village constituted a separate unit of between ten and 40 houses, with
four or five married adults to a house. Each house was big enough to
conceal a group of ten Spanish soldiers with their horses. They were
built like underground cellars covered with grass roofs, and the village

1% Bibar, Cronica, 162, 163.

0 Alonso de Barzana, ‘ Carta del Padre Alonso de Barzana de la Compaiiia de Jesis al Padre Juan
Sebastidn, su provincial. Fecha en la Asuncién del Paraguay a 8 de Septiembre de 1594°, in
Jimenez de la Espada, Relaciones Geogrificas de Perd, 11, 79.
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was walled in with thorn defences;?! these societies practised a mixed
economy, in many ways like those of the south-central Andes. They
were mainly agriculturists, with a staple crop of maize supplemented
by beans and quinoa, but they also raised llamas and gathered algarrobo
and chafiar as additional sources of subsistence. They are closer to the
Pampa dwellers, on the other hand, in their emphasis on hunting, the
main species of game being guanaco, deer and hare.

Ayllus were the foundation of Comechingén social organization.
Each ayllo owned land, some of which was divided into parcels allotted
to the individual families of the community, while the rest was worked
communally. Ayllu heads, themselves subordinate to leaders at higher
levels of organization, were entitled to communal labour for the maize
and algarrobo harvests; in payment, they organized beer festivals in
their houses.22 Factional sotrcery accusations were a constant feature of
ayllu life, leading to the dissolution and reformation of residential
groups on community land.

Huarpe lands at the time of the invasion comprised the region which
is delimited by the Rio Zanjon in the province of San Juan, the Rio
Diamante in the province of Mendoza and lake Guanacache. An
expedition returning from Peru under Villagra in 1533 found the area
densely populated, though numbers dwindled considerably in the south.
Bibar described the western Huarpe as skilled peasants with irrigated
fields in which they cultivated maize, beans and quinoa.?® He adds that
they owned ‘guanacos’ by which he presumably meant llamas. The
eastern Huarpe of lake Guanacache lived by hunting and gathering. In
1610, according to Father Diego de Torres, their main sources of
subsistence were fish and the root of the totora reed, the stalk of which
they used in the construction of large rafts.?*

Huarpe social and religious organization was typically Andean, based
as it was, according to Marino de Lovera’s chronicle, on a system of
dual leadership. In other words, it was not, as Bibar had claimed, typical

1 Gerénimo Luis de Cabrera, ‘Relacién en suma de la tierra y poblazones que don Gerénimo
Luis de Cabrera, gobernador de las provincias de los Juries, ha descubierto donde va a poblar
en nombre de su Majestad una ciudad’ [1573], in Jimenez de 1a Espada, Relaciones Geogrdficas
de Peri, 1, 388—9; Bibar, Crénica, 163; Pedro Sotelo Narviez, ‘Relacién de las Provincias de
Tucumin que di6é Pedro Sotelo Narviez vecino de aquellas provincias, al muy ilustre sefior
licenciado Cépeda, presidente desta real Audicncia de La Plata’ [1583], in Jimenez de la Espada,
Relaciones geogrificas de Perd, 393.

2 Antonio Serrano, Los Comechingones (Cérdoba, 1945), 329—31.

3 Bibar, Crénica, 164. * Serrano, Los Comechingones, 154.
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of the system of the Picunche of the Mapocho valley, which was based
on individual leadership.

The western agricultural fringe of the central southern Andes was the
home of the Mapuche. They can be divided into three separate areas:
the Picunche (‘ northern people’), who had settled the lands to the south
of the Chilean Diaguita, from the Mapocho valley to the Rio Maule;
the Araucanians between the Maule and the Toltén; and the Huilliche,
the ‘southern people’ of the area between the Toltén and the island of
Chiloé. These divisions are extremely fluid and appear to be mainly
geographical. However they are also based on underlying economic and
cultural criteria.

The northern Mapuche or Picunche were divided: those in the
Mapocho valley had extensive areas of land under irrigation, using an
Inca system of ditches which were noteworthy enough to be mentioned
in Spanish chronicles and title-deeds. The Picunche were nicknamed
‘wild wolves’ (promaucaes) by the Quechua-speakers of Cuzco because
of the simplicity of their agriculture, their reliance on gathering and their
resistance to entering Inca service.?® Although no detailed historical
study of Picunche demography exists, it is possible to estimate the size
of their population at the time of the Spanish invasion at between
117,500—122,500.28 Further south, eye-witness accounts from the first
expeditions into Araucanian lands express astonishment at the size of
the population on the coast and central plains. In a letter to the king
of Spain in 1551, Valdivia expressed his enthusiasm for the area, which
he described as ‘a single town, garden, and gold mine,...(in which)
there is no space for more houses unless they are buit one above the

2 Bibar, Crdnica, 135.

28 Pedro de Valdivia wrote in a letter to Hernando Pizarro in 1545 that there were 15,000 Indians
between Copiapé and the Rio Maule vailey; assuming then an average of five persons in each
domestic unit, the total population would have been 75,000. Valdivia adds, however, that an
equal number had died in the intervening years since the conquest of Chile began, which brings
the total retrospectively to 150,000 in 1540 (Pedro de Valdivia, Cartas [1545—52] (Santiago,
1955)). If we exclude from this figure an estimated 20,000 Chilean Diaguita and the estimated
Aconcagua valley population of 7,500, we arrive at 122,500 Picunche. Bibar writes that in 1558
the jurisdiction of Santiago (i.e. from the valley of Aconcagua to that of the Rio Maule) there
were more than 25,000 Indians when the Spanish entered the land in 1540 (Bibar, Crénmica, 213).
If we make the same calculation as above, there would have been a total population of 125,000
in 1540, ot, excluding once again the inhabitants of the Aconcagua valley, 117,500 Picunche.
The earliest historical figures for the Picunche, therefore, can be amplified within a range of
117,500—122,500. According to both authors, however, population.decline was devastatingly
rapid: so per cent in five years, according to one, and 72 per cent in cighteen years, according
to the other.
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other’. Steward’s estimate of 1,000,000 seems to be the closest

approximation to the reality of mid-sixteenth century Araucania;®’ in

the five years up to 1555, however, the upheaval in Araucanian society
resulting from war combined with high mortality, drought, the
destruction of crops, famine and a smallpox epidemic, slashed the
population by over 6o per cent.28

Pre-Columbian Araucanian economies varied according to differences
in ecology. In the dry, northern hinterland, ground above irrigation
level served at best as seasonal pasture. In contrast, the central valley
was wet and supported a population of llama-herders, practising
rotation agriculture in open land and slash-and-burn techniques in the
interfluvial woodlands. Swidden agriculture was extensive since at any
one time it called for 2 number of gardens at different stages of
cultivation and secondary growth. For this reason, it did not allow the
degree of population density or stability which intensive hydraulic
agriculture afforded, a constraint which was reflected in the character-
istically dispersed distribution of Araucanian settlements and garden
sites. Because swidden systems, being intensive, entailed competition
for land, there was also a lack of political cohesion and the occurrence
of warfare among and between settlements.?? Central valley Araucanians
cultivated most of the crops grown in the Andes, such as maize, beans,
potatoes, quinoa and chillies, as well as certain gramineous plants,
brome grass (Bromus mango), madia (Madia sativa) and the teca cereal. But
if agriculture was less important to them than to other Andean societies,
gathering was of proportionally greater value to their diet. In addition
other groups occupied ecological niches unsuitable for agriculture. For
example, the Pehuenche, inhabiting the high Cordillera, lived by
hunting and by gathering Araucania pines ‘ with which they make bread,
wine and stews’,3® and were in permanent exchange relations with the

Mapuche; or seafaring people on the coast where excessive humidity

made agriculture difficult. Some parts of the coast and the islands

supported a dense population through marine resources.

7 Julian H. Steward, ‘ The native population of South America’, in J. H. Steward (ed.), Handbook
of South American Indians, 6 vols., (Washington, D.C., 1946-50), v, 6s58.

8 The demographic decline continued, judging from the fact that by 1870 the Araucanian
population, including the inhabitants of those parts of Argentina which had come under
Araucanian influence, barely reached 115,000. See Leonardo Ledn, ‘ The Araucanian rebellion
of 1867-72 in Argentina and Chile’. Unpublished MA thesis, University of London, 1979, 9.

*® Tom D. Dillehay, Estudios atropoligicos sobre los Mapuches de Chile Sur-Central. (Pontificia

Universidad Catdlica de Chile, Temuco, 1976), 25—9.
3 Marifio de Lovera, Crénsca, 268.
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Araucanian political organization was based on the /b, a unit which
comprised in turn seven or eight cabi or smaller divisions, each with
its own leader. These offices were hereditary and therefore distinct from
that of the military leader who was elected for the duration of a dispute
or campaign. A hereditary leader was not however invested with the
power of coercion, and what influence he had was a measure of his
prestige and persuasive abilities. ‘ They had no recognized right to inflict
punishment, to claim tribute or personal service, or to demand
obedience from their kinsfolk or “subjects”. The latter paid no
attention to them and did as they pleased if the leaders showed
themselves arrogant or domineering.’®! Important decisions, therefore,
were taken in council, when representatives met

to hear lawsuits and o discover causes of deaths; people marry there, and they
drink in quantity...; if they are at war with another leader, all the lords and
cabi are obliged to mobilize their people and take up arms on behalf of the
group which council instructs them to support. If any one among them fails
to do so, it is on pain of death and loss of estate. Disagreements between heads
or any other members of the group are heard and settled, and buying and selling
takes place every day while the meeting of the council lasts.3?

Council met several times a year in a place called the regus. Headmen
were given special burials: unlike other Araucanian dead who were
buried in their preferred garden sites, holding different seeds to sow in
the after-life, men of rank rested near their houses on wooden platforms
supported by uprights, in coffins made of dug-out tree trunks.3® After
death, they lived in volcanoes or among the stars.

THE CHACO AND THE LITTORAL

The area which is now Paraguay, north-eastern Argentina and Uruguay
was peopled at the time of the conquest by a heterogeneous mixture
of ethnic groups; some were recent migrant agriculturists from
Amazonia; the inhabitants of longer standing were in the main
hunter-gatherers. To the south, the littoral peoples merged with those
of the Pampa and Patagonia. The Chané or Guand were settled mainly
in the Paraguayan Chaco. They spoke an Arawak language, which in
Susnik’s view indicates the route along which they migrated. She also
distinguishes three main groups, one to the south of the Chiquitos, a

3! John M. Cooper, ‘The Araucanians’, in Steward, Handbook, 11, 724.
32 Bibar, Crénica, 160. 3 Ibid., 135, 156.
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second near the Rio Paraguay neighbouring with the Mbayi, and a third
scattered towards the Andean cordillera by Chiriguano migrations. It
appears that at the time of the conquest these latter had not established
themselves in the upper Paraguay and sought refuge with other tribes
using their established practice of alliance or integration through
marriage. Those neighbouring on the Mbayi hunter-gatherers and
fishers were, in the words of the German Schmidl in 1552, ‘ vassals and
subjects of the aforementioned Mbayaes, just as in our countries
peasants are subject to their lords’.34

Chané villages were large, with fifteen or more communal houses,
arranged in two or three concentric circles and housing up to 1,000
people. In each house lived a family head with his kin, commoners and
slaves; the size of a house, averaging 16 metres by 6} metres, testified
to its significance as a socio-economic unit. Similarly, the size of a village
was a symbol of its claim to prestige. It was divided into different
quarters, the senior one being that of the leader and his immediate
relatives. Chané society was divided into four classes: nobles, warriors,
commoners and slaves. Marriage was based on class endogamy within
a village moiety system. The noble lineage, whose ancestors guaranteed
the success of the harvest, exercised leadership by heredity. Heads of
the communal houses and lower-ranking war leaders belonged to the
warrior class. Although preferentially endogamous, this class did not
preclude social mobility: the commoners and slaves could acquire the
status of warrior, and marriages between warriors and commoners were
frequent. The ethnic heterogeneity of the wabere-shane, or commoners
(literally, filthy people), was a function of Chané social integration; they
cultivated the land and were recruited for service in Mbaya households.
Slaves, captives from other tribes, performed economic services in the
domestic group to which they belonged.

The Chané practised female infanticide by live burial, which together
with the practice of abortion maintained a low population with a sex
ratio of 2: 1. As a result, few Chané men were able to marry within their
own group. The ambiguity of the Chané marriage system is reflected
in the myth of the twin sons of a cultivating woman; one son was
possessive and endogamous, the other nomadic and exogamous. Some
Chané men could form marriage alliances within their own group, but
their brothers had no alternative but to steal women, which thus

¥ Quoted in Branislava Susnik, E/ indio colonial del Paraguay. 111: El chaquefio: guaycuriies y
chanés-arawak (Asuncidn, 1971), 141.
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recruited new members to the group and made possible the establishment
of new houses and settlements. Susnik argues that fertility control was
an integral element in the reproduction of the Chané social system.

Two peoples of the Tupian language group were found in this area:
the Guarani lived in widely-scattered groups in the south-east Chaco
on the islands of the Parani delta and north of the interfluvial provinces
of Corrientes and Misiones in what is today northern Argentina. The
Chiriguano had migrated into the north-west Chaco from Brazilin 1521,
led by a Portuguese named Alejo Garcia, forcing the local population
into submission and presenting a challenge to Inka hegemony.

In common with other Amazonian cultivators, the Guarani staple
crops were maize and manioc; squash and sweet potato were also grown
in all areas except the Parand delta where the cold climate precluded
them. The Guarani also grew beans, peanuts, mate, cotton and urucu.
Gardens were abandoned every five years; the clearing and preparation
of new sites were men’s work, while women had the tasks of sowing,
tending and harvesting. This diet was supplemented by hunting,
gathering and fishing.

As can be seen in the early drawings that were made of them, Guarani
villages consisted of up to eight communal houses surrounded by a
stockade. Each house was the residence of a patrilineal kin group
sometimes incorporating as many as 6o families. The village leader was
the head of the principal lineage. His influence was most significant in
creating external alliances; internally his powers were limited and
decisions about village issues required the consensus of heads and elders.
Unlike military leadership to which men were expressly elected, civil
leadership was hereditary. However, succession could generate divisions
and the establishment of a new settlement, where a new headman would
beelected. Polygyny was a chiefly privilege, as were the services of the
village work-force, who built the headman’s house, cultivated his
gardens and harvested the crops. Shamans had great prestige in Guarani
society, and after their death their remains might become objects of
worship.

Chaco hunter-gatherers belonged to six language groups, the
Guaycuruan, the Lule-Vilelan, Mascoian, Matacoan, Zamucoan and an
unidentified group that included the Matard. The largest of these groups
was the Guaycuruan, which included the Abipén, the Mocovi, the
Pilaga, the Toba, the Payagua, the Mbaya and the Caduveo. The Chaco
is an alluvial bed of clays which floods in the wet season between
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February and April and is subject to severe drought in the dry season.
The area was unfavourable both for cultivation and for European
settlement. As a result, Tupi- and Arawak-speaking cultivators lived
only on the edges of the Gran Chaco. Some Chaco groups practised
simple horticulture, despite such natural disadvantages as ‘dryness of
soil, lack of chemicals and excessive floods...blight, locusts, tordo
birds, parakeets, (and) peccaries’.3®

Fish was an important subsistence base in the Chaco, and in April
and May, when the fish came up the Pilcomayo and other rivers, bands
would gather on the banks and use various fishing techniques. They
would then dry and smoke some of the catch to exchange for maize
and other products with non-fishing tribes. Gathering was also of
central importance: some of the wild plants and fruits gathered by Chaco
peoples are of rich nutritional value and were conserved for long
periods. Tribes of the north-east Chaco, for example the Mbayid,
gathered various species of palm, in addition to algarrobo. Family
groups would spend a few weeks in the palm groves, returning to the
village with several parts of the tree for which they had a use: its sap
was drunk; the fruit, seeds and shoots were eaten in different ways; its
pith was reduced to a flour; and grubs from the trunk were a delicacy.
Rope was made from the leaves, and its thorns served as needles.

Hunting was also important in the Chaco, especially for those who
had no access to the rivers. Changes in hunting patterns were brought
by European encroachments. The efficiency of the bow and arrow was
improved through the early adoption of metal arrowheads. The
Guaycurd, who at an early date contracted to supply the Spaniards in
Asuncién, began to hunt a limited variety of game more intensively:
each week they brought in roast deer and peccary, smoked fish, lard,
jaguar hides and the skins of other animals, and dyed fibre cloth. The
demands made by this increased pressure on the hunting grounds
intensified intertribal disputes. Trade relations with the Asuncefios
themselves were peaceful, but there was violence between the Guarani
who were in the Spanish service and the Guaycurd who obtained from
them maize, manioc, peanuts, bows and metal arrowheads. The
Spaniards themselves began to get worried as the numbers of hunters
involved in exchange reached 3,000—4,000.

In Métraux’s view the Chaco peoples fell into two different groups
in terms of political and social organization. Among non-equestrian

35 Alfred Métraux, ‘Ethnography of the Chaco’, in Steward, Handbook, 1, 291,
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Chaco tribes, like the Mataco, Choronti, Ashluslay, Macd, Lengua, Toba
and Lule-Vilela, the basic unit was a band of between 5o and 200 people
united through kinship. Separate territories were identified under the
title of a chief, in some cases a shaman, whose position depended on
his personal gifts and standing. He had no privileges, and the position
was rarely hereditary. Among the horse-riding and marine (canoeing)
groups, like the Mocovi, the Abipones, the Peyagud and Mbayi, there
was a degree of social stratification. As already mentioned, the Mbayd
were overlords to some of the Chané. The introduction of European
horses reinforced relations of domination over Tupi- and Arawak-
speaking neighbours and intensified the degree of stratification within
the nomadic groups themselves. It also enabled them to oppose and
defeat the Spaniards.

The Mbay4 were divided into four classes similar to those of their
servants, the chané: nobles, warriors, servants and slaves. The Mbayi
nobility, whose sons received special education, was formed of a
stratum of hereditary chiefs and individuals of merit. Despite an
ideology of purity of descent, cases are known of Mbayd chiefs who
were sons of Chané women. Warriors were more numerous than nobles,
and the approval of the more distinguished among them, as well as that
of the lower-ranking leaders, was required before administrative
agreements could be reached.

The master-servant relationship between the Mbaya and the Chané
was established on the basis of affinal alliance; 2 Mbay4 chief would
marry a Chané noblewoman and thereby gain ascendancy over her
subjects. The fact that the Chané addressed the Mbaya head as ‘lord’,
while ordinary Mbayi were addressed as ‘brothers’, indicate that the
Chané were servants of Mbay4 chiefs only. At the annual harvest Mbay4
villages visited subject Chané villages; their headmen received tributes
and reciprocated with metal or glass objects of Spanish origin; in turn,
the gifts which a leader received were redistributed among his own
people. There were in addition Chané living as slaves in Mbayd villages:
the men were put to work in the gardens, while women spent their time
weaving. To own slaves or captives was a matter of pride and prestige
for Mbayid men and women and, although inside the communal houses
slaves were the furthest removed physically from the head of the
kin-group, they were treated as kin, sharing meals, participating in sport
and in councils of war. A slave could become free on grounds of merit.

In the river system framed by the middle and lower reaches of the
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Rios Parand to the west and the Uruguay to the east, besides the
Amazonian horticulturists and hunter-gatherers already mentioned
were people who combined these two forms of subsistence and show
mixed influences from the Amazon, the Chaco and the Pampa. These
were the inter-fluvial Caingang and Charrda, and the numerous but
scarcely-known littoral group on both banks of the lower Parand. The
central Timbu and Carcard, who had come under Guarani or Arawak
influence, practised small-scale horticulture, growing maize, beans and
gourds. The southern Chand-Iimbu and Mbegud were also cultivators:
and their horticulture manifested Guaycurd traits, according to
Lothrop.?® The rest lived mainly by fishing, with supplementary
hunting and gathering. Villages were built on high ground beside rivers
and reservoirs, with rectangular houses made of matting. Very little is
known of their political organization, except that one man was known
to the Spaniards in Tucumin for his reputation as a leader. Polygyny
was practised, and shamans had an important position.

The Caingang linguistic family occupied a wide area between the
Parand and the Uruguay rivers and extended into the present-day
Brazilian states of Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina and Parand. The
Cainaroes of Cabot’s mappa mundi of 1554, located between two other
groups who can be identified as Guarani to the north and Mbegui to
the south seem to be the same as the Caingang. The term, meaning ‘long
haired’, was that generally used by Caingang to refer to themselves. In
1536 Schmidl described the Caingang (whom he called Chand) as ‘short,
thick-set men who eat nothing but meat and honey’; they lived away
from the rivers in order to escape Mocoreta raids. Each village was
organized in moieties, with five or six houses of the matted windscreen
type found among the littoral societies. Villages were widely scattered
around the hunting grounds of deer, rhea, peccaries and small rodents,
and they also fished to a limited extent. Eastern Caingang gathered
pine-cone seeds while those between the rivers gathered algarrobo and
tubers.??

Groups speaking a Charria language lived among Chand, Mbegui
and Yaro on the lower Parand and in parts of the inter-fluvial region ex-
tending as far north as the Rio Ubicui, and south to the Rio de la Plata.
Charria bore very close resemblance, both physically and culturally, to

 S. K. Lothrop, ‘Indians of the Parani delta and La Plata littoral’, in Steward, Handbook, 1,

177-90.
37 Ultich Schmidt, Viaje al Réo de lo Plata (1534-74) (Buenos Aires, 1903).
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the hunting societies of the Pampa and Patagonia. They lived in groups
of ten to fifteen families under the aegis of a leader, and groups united
for the purpose of defence. Their houses were typical of those of the
littoral and inter-fluvial area: unroofed, matted walls supported by a
rectangular frame of wooden house posts. Traditionally, the Charria
hunted on foot, using bows and arrows, bolas and nets to kill deer and
rhea; when they became equestrian in the seventeenth century, they also
hunted with lances, several metres long, like those of the Araucanians.
Riverine Charria fished from dug-outs.

THE PAMPA, PATAGONIA AND THE SOUTHERN ARCHIPELAGO

Societies of the Pampas, Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego depended
generally on hunting for their subsistence, since the deep-rooted grasses
of the Pampas were a natural deterrent to agriculture. The same
vegetation, however, also fed rhea and guanaco, both prized game for
which precise rules had been elaborated for the distribution of different
parts of the animal. Several techniques were used in the hunt: the first
European inhabitants of Buenos Aires were astonished at the Querandi’s
skills in chasing guanaco. The Tahuelche stalked rhea by disguising
themselves in feathers and imitating the bird’s head and neck with an
arm.

The bewildering range of tribal names mentioned by the chroniclers
and historical documents in this whole area probably conceals a
considerable degree of ethnic identity. In terms of economic organiza-
tion, two major types can be distinguished — the Ona and the Tehuelche.
The latter adopted horses soon after the arrival of the Spaniards and
thereafter concentrated on collective hunting of large game using bolas
and lances. The Ona-type subsistence pattern relied more on smaller
game and fishing. On the coast they hunted seals and gathered shellfish.
Since the Ona never adopted horses, the accounts we have of their
society may shed light on the pre-Hispanic organization of the Querandi
who we know were also fishers.

The Ona inhabited the main island of Tierra del Fuego; the mainland
was the home of the Tehuelches who are divided into the southern
Tehuelche of Chanik, who lived between Magellan’s Strait and the Rio
Chubut, and the northern Tehuelche from the Chubut northwards into
the hills of the provinces of Buenos Aires and Cordoba. The latter
grouping includes the Puelche-Guenaken, the Querandi, the Pampa of
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southern Buenos Aires, the Serrano and the Puelche. These divisions
are not to be taken too rigidly, since all these groups were extremely
mobile, and the languages they spoke probably belonged to a single
language family.

Eighteenth-century accounts of the Tehuelche suggest that each
village or clan consisted of between twenty and 8o tents, with three or
four families to a tent, though previously they had probably been
smaller. Each village had its own headman and its own hunting
grounds, and to enter the grounds of another village without the
headman’s permission could lead to open conflict. Leadership became
hereditary at a later stage: although all a headman’s sons were eligible
for the succession, many declined to take office because of the duties
it involved. One of these was the intelligent conduct of the village’s
hunting activities, failure in which could lead to a man and his close
kin being deserted by the rest of the village, leaving them exposed to
outside invasion. A man who accepted the office, therefore, made every
effort to ensure that he won the allegiance of the village.

When a Tehuelche man died, he was buried with all his possessions,
and his livestock (particularly horses) were sacrificed and left as
offerings in the grave. His wife and female kin observed a long period
of mourning seclusion. A year or more after burial, the bones were
disinterred, painted and given secondary burial.

The peoples of the archipelago and coast of the southern extremes of
the continent included the Alcaluf, the Yahgan and the Chono. The
Alcaluf lived between the Golfo de Penas and the western Fuegian
islands. The Yahgan who dwelled on the coast of the Beagle Channel
and on the islands to the south spoke an unaffiliated language with five
distinct dialects. Each local group had its own waters, but territorial
divisions lapsed in times of scarcity and during hunts before a festival.
Mainly nomadic, the Yahgan would at some periods of the year build
more permanent conical houses from branches covered with skins. They
also used skins for clothing.

The Chono, on the other hand, wove cloth from dog fur and a fibre
taken from the bark of a tree. They lived in the archipelago that bears
their name, and on the Guaytecos archipelago. There is no record of
the language they spoke, but it is known to have been unaffiliated. The
society was never large: at the beginning of the seventeenth century
there were some 200 families (that is to say, over soo individuals) on
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a Jesuit mission in the Reloncavi gulf; Jesuit records of the period
register 220 baptized and §o unbaptized Chono. Captives taken by the
Chono from among their southern neighbours were sold by them to
the inhabitants of the island of Chiloé to the north, who themselves
raided the Chono from time to time.

These southern coastal canoeists have rightly been called sea nomads.
They travelled in beech tree dugouts, skilfully caulked and balanced to
make them seaworthy. Each nuclear family occupied a canoe; the wife
paddled and steered while the husband fished and hunted sea mammals;
children sat amidships by a fire built on a bed of stones covered with
earth. The wife also gathered shellfish from the rocky shore: mussels
(Mytilus chilensis and Mytilus edulis) were staple foods. For Fuegians,
penguins, cormorants, wild geese and other birds were game, while a
shoal of herring provided an abundant supply of food not only fronr
the fish themselves but also from other animals and birds that swarmed
around the shoal. Seals and sea-lions were hunted with harpoons; a
whale could feed a fleet of canoeists for weeks, so that any that were
sick or wounded coming close to land were killed with harpoons and
towed ashore.

Among the hunting societies of the Pampas and Patagonia, the social
organization of the seafarers was egalitarian. Elders with a reputation
for intelligence and integrity could exercise moral influence, but
extended families looked after the interests of their own members, as
in the event of conflict or revenge. These were all shamanic societies.
It was the shaman’s duty to help the local kindred, not only by curing
the sick but also by influencing the weather and predicting the future;
he was instructed by spirits with which he had contact through dreams.
Society was organized on the basis of patrilineal descent; men were
heads of families, but the autonomy and independence of women were
well respected. Yahgan initiation for boys and girls consisted of moral
instruction on matters such as respect for elders and the evils of
spreading scandal. This advice was proclaimed as the will of the
Supreme Being, the father of animals and plants, life-rnaker and life-taker,
Watavineva. The Ona celebrated a secret rite of male initiation known
as kloketen, similar to the yinchibava of the Alacaluf. It alluded to male
domination of women, but this was not a reflection of any hostility
towards women in everyday life. In the canoeist &ina ritual, youths
learned from a shaman the secret myth which spoke of the time when,
men rebelled against women, by whom they have previously been
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dominated; in the guise of spirits, they successfully imposed themselves
on the weak and disobedient women who were filled with fear. Initiates
were forbidden to disclose the myth to women on pain of death.

The hunting, gathering and fishing peoples of the south had no
products of interest to the Europeans and they could not be enticed off
their lands by the colonizers by means of economic incentives. Their
lands were however suitable for sheepfarming, which developed on a
huge scale in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The aborigines
were forced to settle on missions where they were decimated by disease
and converted into sheep-stealers, leading to their persecution and total
destruction. Their long history ended abruptly, even if that end, in
comparison to that of other native American groups, was for a time
delayed.
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THE INDIANS OF BRAZIL IN 1500

The most satisfactory way of classifying the many hundreds of Indian
tribes living in what is now Brazil when the Europeans arrived in 1500
is by language group and by geography and habitat. There were four
main language families (in probable order by population): Tupi (or
Tupi-Guarani), Geé, Carib and Aruak (Arawak). (Other language
families were only represented at the edge of the frontiers of modern
Brazil: Xiriand and Tukano in the north-west, Panoan and Paezan in
the west, Guaicuruan and Charrua in the south. Some surviving tribal
languages are classified as isolated, or only slightly linked to the main
language trunks: Nambicuara (Nambikwara), Bororo, Karaji, Mura,
Aripaktsd, and doubtless many others among the hundreds of tribes
who died out before their speech was studied by linguists.)

The Tupi-Guarani were established along most of the Atlantic
seaboard. They may have originated in the Andes foothills or the
plateau of the middle Paraguay and Parani rivers and been in the process
of a gradual northwards invasion of the Brazilian coast. Other Tupi-
speaking tribes occupied the south bank of the Amazon river, moving
up the southern tributaries near its mouth, and upstream on the main
river almost to the modern Peruvian border. The Gé occupied the vast,
relatively open, plateau of central Brazil. The Gé may be descendants
of the original inhabitants of Brazil — the oldest human fossil finds at
Lag6a Santa in Minas Gerais, which are over 10,000 years old,
correspond physically to modern Gé types. These central Gé-speaking
tribes cover an enormous arc of land from Maranhio to the upper
Paraguay. Other Gé-speakers lived in the hills inland from the south-
eastern coast and in places descended to the ocean itself. These might
have been remnants of tribes displaced by the Tupi invasion, although
they showed little affinity with the sea.

119
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The Amazon basin which was inhabited and contested by three of
the main language groups — Tupi, Aruak and Carib — had seen the most
sophisticated pre-conquest cultures in Brazil. Pottery excavated on
Marajé island at the river’s mouth, and at Santarém and other sites along
its banks, bear witness to societies more advanced than the tribes
encountered by the Europeans in the sixteenth century. Some of these
finds are dated 2,000 years B.p. or more. The Omagua of the upper
Amazon — who spoke a Tupi-related language — were still making
elaborate pottery at the time of their first contact in 1542. Tupi tribes
occupied riverine islands such as Tupinambaranas and much of the right
bank of the lower river. Many of these Indians may, however, have
invaded these areas only shortly before, or even after, the arrival of the
Portuguese. The Aruak were well established on the Negro and
Orinoco, along the banks of the middle Amazon and on the headwaters
of the Madeira. There were isolated Aruak-speaking tribes near the
sources of most of the major southern tributaries; and the populous
Parecis tribe was across the watershed on the plains of the upper
Paraguay. The Aruak are, of course, one of the largest language families.
They are found throughout Central America and in Florida and the large
Caribbean islands. One theory is that the Aruak had migrated south-
eastwards, moving into the Amazon basin from Colombia. A more
recent theory is that their culture originated on the river itself, at the
confluence of the Negro and Amazon near modern Manaus. Aruak
tribes could then have radiated outwards from this nucleus. These
riverine, canoe-transported tribes were highly mobile. Apart from
pottery they left very few datable artefacts; and little archaeological
work has been done on the Amazon. It is therefore impossible to
determine with certainty the direction of movement or precise geo-
graphical disposition at the time of the conquest.

Spanish conquistadores soon became aware of the enmity between the
more settled Aruak and the aggressive, often cannibalistic, Caribs on
the north coast of South America and in the lesser Caribbean islands.
This rivalry appears to have carried over into the Amazon. Carib-
speaking tribes were firmly in possession of the Guiana highlands and
most of the northern tributaries of the lower Amazon. Isolated Carib
tribes are found today far up some of the southern tributaries — but it
is difficult to say how recently they migrated there. Early Spanish,
Portuguese and French chroniclers mentioned tribes of exotic speech
~ languages with which they were unfamiliar — on Marajé and around
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The Indians of the Amazon basin and Brazil, ¢. 1500

the mouth of the great river. It is possible to see these as survivors of
the more sophisticated Amazon valley cultures. The Portuguese did not
subdue these ‘Nheengaiba’ (‘strange tongue’ in Tupi) of Maraj6 until
the mid-seventeenth century. As with almost all tribes of eastern Brazil,
they have disappeared, victims of European disease and invasion. There
are records of Carib attacks on these peoples at the mouth of the
Amazon. A Carib thrust into the lower Amazon — both across the
Guiana shield and around the Atlantic coast — was apparently still in
progress in the sixteenth century.

Before examining in greater detail what is known of Brazilian Indians
on the eve of the European conquest, it is important to note some of
the historical problems. The Indians themselves were, of course,
pre-literate and innumerate. Their legends and oral traditions, although
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rich in invention, are almost useless as historical evidence. They were
craftsmen of consummate skill, but they built, decorated and painted
almost entirely in perishable materials.

Most Brazilian Indians lived in villages of short duration. The main
reason for this was that lowland South America had no native animal
which could be domesticated — unlike the llamas and guinea-pigs which
provided protein for the great Andean civilizations. There were thus
no pastoralists in Amazonia. Its peoples were condemned to hunt, fish
or gather wild game and insects t6 augment their agricultural crops.
The result was a society based on village communities, people. of high
mobility who could move their few possessions rapidly to areas richer
in game or fish, or whose annual cycle often included migrations to
gather fruits, nuts or eggs at the appropriate place and season. It is no
accident that much of Brazil was scarcely inhabited or penetrated by
Europeans until recent years. Both the Amazon rainforest between the
rivers and the dry campo, campo cerrado and mato of the plateaux have
always been very difficult environments for human beings. Even the
Amazonian river system, teeming with fish, manatee and turtle and
whose vdrgea (floodplain) is highly fertile, floods regularly. The forests
which cover so much of Brazil have always been unsuitable for farming
other than slash-and-burn clearings planted for only two or three
seasons. This is because the laterite soils beneath the forests are weak,
predators and parasites are constantly on the attack, competition from
other vegetation is intense and unremitting and powerful sun and rains,
coupled with a lack of seasonal temperature change, inhibit repeated
planting of the same ground. All these factors operated against
permanent settlement, except for the fortunate tribes who were strong
enough to occupy stretches of large river banks or sea coast.

Brazilian Indians have left no monuments because their only building
materials were the woods, lianes and grasses found in such abundance,
but which perish so rapidly from tropical decay and the depredations
of termites and a myriad other insects infesting Brazil. Historians can,
therefore, expect little help from archaeologists. The sambaqui shell
mounds along the Atlantic coast and on Marajé, some “black earth’ sites
on the upper Amazon river banks and a few inhabited caves are the only
archaeological remains.

With so little help from native sources, a student of pre-conquest
Brazil is forced back to the writings of the first Europeans. Some of
these wrote vividly and recorded honestly what they saw, but they were
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untrained observers. Most were missionaries intent on imposing
Christianity; the rest were soldiers or adventurers. They wrote almost
exclusively about the Tupi, since by geographical accident these were
occupying the Atlantic coast when the Europeans arrived. There was
great curiosity about American natives during the first decades of the
sixteenth century, but Brazilian Indians lost their place in the intellectual
limelight with the discovery of more exciting civilizations in Mexico,
Peru and New Granada. By the time the Europeans pushed inland and
contacted the Gé, Aruak, Carib and other language groups, there was
little interest in Brazilian Indians. The quality of observation declined
markedly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In addition,
throughout the centuries of colonial conquest and rule, the tribes of
Brazil suffered an appalling demographic catastrophe. They died in
untold thousands from imported diseases, and the pattern of settlement
was totally disrupted by the invasion from the east. All the tribes
described by the first chroniclers have disappeared, along with hundreds
that were virtually unrecorded by the Europeans.

On the credit side, however, enough tribes have survived into the
present century in an uncontacted state to provide a good model of the
way of life of their vanished ancestors. Indians are very conservative,
so that uncontacted tribes have presumably changed little during the
intervening centuries. Some tribes contacted and studied by anthro-
pologists in recent times are survivors of peoples who retreated from
the colonial frontier; others had the good fortune to be living in parts
of Brazil far from the Atlantic coast or the accessible rivers.

Furthermore, sixteenth-century literature about the coastal Tupi is
reasonably full. The most important contributions from Portuguese or
Italian sources begin with the letter from Pero Vaz de Caminha to the
king, 1 May 1500, describing the first landfall in Brazil and the first
contact with its tribes. This was soon followed by the widely-published
letter from Amerigo Vespucci to his Medici patron, the so-called Mundus
Novus letter that did so much to arouse philosophical debate about the
noble savage, and which resulted in the new continent being called
America. Another Italian, Antonio Pigafetta, who sailed on Magellan’s
cirvumnavigation in 1520, added to Vespucci’s idealized picture of
Brazilian Indians. The next important Portuguese source was the
account of Pero Lopes de Sousa’s fleet which established the first colony
in Brazil in 1530~2. The Jesuits arrived in 1549, and the letters and
writings of these intelligent missionaries rapidly provided an important
corpus of information about the Tupi. Many Jesuits described their
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experiences, but the works of José de Anchieta, Manuel da Nébrega
and at the end of the century, Fernio Cardim are outstanding. The only
other major Portuguese sources from this early period are the chronicles
of Pero de Magalhides Gandavo and of Gabriel Soares de Sousa (dated
1576 and 1587 respectively) and Vicente do Salvador’s early seventeenth-
century history of the conquest of north-eastern Brazil.

Authors from other European nations provided far more detail about
Indian society and a more sympathetic understanding of Indian outlook
and philosophy. Two German soldiers — Hans Staden, who survived
capture by the Tupinamba near Santos in 1§52, and Ulrich Schmidel,
who was on expeditions to the upper Paraguay in the 1530s and 1550s
— provided admirable insights into tribal life. So also did the young
English adventurer; Anthony Knivet, who lived among the tribes of
the southern Paraiba at the close of the sixteenth century. But the palm
must go to the French. Their short-lived colony at Rio de Janeiro,
1555—65, produced two splendid chroniclers, the Calvinist, Jean de
Léry, and the Franciscan cosmographer, André Thevet. A later, even
shorter, attempt to colonize Maranhdo produced fine chronicles from
the missionaries, Claude d’Abbeville and Yves d’Evreux.

The Europeans’ first impression of Brazilian Indians — in particular
of the Tupi inhabiting the eastern seaboard — was of simple, egalitarian
tribal groups living in internal harmony but obsessed with inter-tribal
feuds. The Indians were physically perfect, for, unknown to the
explorers, any abnormal infant would have been killed at birth. Their
active way of life, with every member of the community taking part
in hunting, fishing or farming, kept them fit. Vespucci started a false
belief that Indians lived to extreme old age, with many aged well over
a hundred. Since they were in a tropical or semi-tropical climate they
had no need of clothing. This nakedness, combined with Brazil’s
luxuriant plant life and abundance of game, gave the impression of
people living in an earthly paradise. Vaz Caminha wrote to his king:
‘I infer that they are bestial people, of very little knowledge...and yet
they are well cared for and very clean... Their bodies are so clean and
plump and beautiful that they could not be more so....”" Vespucci
wrote: ‘I fancied myself to be near the terrestrial paradise.’®

! William Brooks Greenlec (ed.), The voyages of Pedro Alvares Cabral to Brazil and India, Hakluyt
Society 2nd Ser., Lxxxr (Cambridge, 1937), 23.

* Amerigo Vespucci to Pier Francesco de’ Medici, Lisbon, 1502 (The Bartolozzi Letter), trans.
Samuel Eliot Morison, The exropean discovery of America. The soutbern voyages (New York, 1974),
284.
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A typical Tupi village consisted of four or more long, barrel-vaulted
thatched houses arranged around a parade ground and surrounded by
a circular rampart or pallisade. Every long hut sheltered many families,
each one with its hammocks slung near its own cooking fire. Early
visitors were impressed by the tranquillity inside these huts. The
Indians’ lack of personal possessions and their communal attitude to
land and food also made a deep impression. ‘In every house they all live
together in harmony, with no dissension between them. They are so
friendly that what belongs to one belongs to all. When one has some-
thing to eat, no matter how small, all his neighbours share it.”®> Each
family group was essentially self-sufficient, with the father responsible
for hunting and fishing, fighting and, if necessary, clearing forest for
plantations. Women planted and gathered manioc and the other plants
cultivated by these coastal peoples — notably peanuts, cotton and some
fruits and nuts. The women also prepared food and tended the young.
Both sexes made their own personal belongings: baskets, hammocks,
bows and arrows, feather and bead ornaments, simple tools, utensils
and traps, canoes and, of course, the straw huts themselves. This meant
that all Indians were skilled artisans. Being so dextrous themselves, they
assumed that each European had made his own clothing and equipment,
and they were enormously impressed by the cutting power of metal
knives and axes. This misapprehension meant that Indians initially
attributed almost supernatural skills to their foreign visitors. The
powerful attraction of metal tools continues to be the most potent means
of persuasion available to attraction teams or missionaries pacifying
uncontacted tribes.

Indian creative expression was largely devoted to personal adornment.
Apart from a few tribes of the upper Amazon, all Indians of Amazonia
and central or coastal Brazil went largely naked. Decoration, therefore,
consisted of body painting and of feather or stone ornaments worn at
the neck, wrists, earlobes, nose, ankles or waists. Tupinamba men of
the Atlantic seaboard wore polished plugs of green jadeite in their
cheeks and lower lips. Such stones were greatly prized and were
carefully traded from tribe to tribe. Many Gé tribes wore wooden discs
in their earlobes and particularly in their lower lips. Among the Kayapd
today, for instance, boys have their lips pierced at puberty and wear
increasingly large discs as they grow older. The discs flap up and down

* Pero de Magalhies Gandavo, Tratads da terra do Brasil, trans. John B. Stetson, The bistories of
Brazil, Cortes Socicty, 2 vols (New York, 1922), 1, 87.
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as the wearer talks or eats and they make him look terrifying, which
was apparently their original purpose.

The most commonly available decorative material was the plumage
of the countless birds of South America. Amazonia has more species
of bird than any place on earth, and the Indians perfected special blunt
arrows to stun birds so that their feathers would not be damaged.
Different tribes used elaborate combinations of feathers to make head-
dresses, chaplets, armlets, pectorals and to adorn their arrows, clubs and
gourd rattles. Some Tupinamba shamans wore spectacular cloaks of
scarlet feathers from the guara ibis; warriors hung on their buttocks balls
of resin surrounded by clusters of great ostrich feathers; and most wore
bonnets of parakeet and macaw feather with the crown ‘of a feathered
fabric so daintily made with a fillet of barkwood that’, so it seemed to
Thevet, ‘it could scarcely have been better if made entirely of silk
thread’.? Present-day tribes of the upper Xingu make head-dresses of
red and blue macaw feathers or white egret feathers fixed on basket
frames. Similarly, Gé-speaking Chavante and Caiapé favour green and
yellow parrot feathers or the tawny browns of falcons and shining jet
blacks of mutum curassows. Amid the myriad of creative designs, three
tribes among those that survive to the present day excel in the brilliance
of their featherwork: the Bororo of central Mato Grosso, the Karajd
of Bananal Island on the Araguaia — whose feathered tiaras rival in
fantasy anything concocted in the European belle épogue — and the
Urubu-Kaapor of the Gurupi on the Maranhdo—Pard border, whose
jewel-like creations of hummingbird and other miniatures have
deservedly been the subject of art books.

The other common outlet for Indian creative expression has always
been body painting. Two vegetable dyes are abundant in most of Brazil
and Amazonia: red #rucum or anatto and black genipap. Whites and
yellows are also used, but black and red predominate in most tribes.
The first Indians seen by Cabral’s men in 1500 included warriors
quartered in red and black and a group of attractive girls, one of whom
‘had her thighs and buttocks all painted with that black dye, but the
rest of her in her own colour. Another had both knees and calves so
painted, but her privy parts so naked and exposed with such innocence
that there was no shame there.’”® In some tribes age groups of the same

* André Thevet, La Cosmographie universelle [Paris, 1575] in Suzanne Lussagnet (ed.), Les Frangais
en Amérique pendant la deuxciéme moretié du XV'1e siécle: le Brésil et les brésiliens (Paris, 1953), 162.
8 Greenlee, Voyages of Cabral, 21.
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sex paint one another. Among Xinguano tribes, the men paint each
other before wrestling; Caiapé women finger-paint with genipap on
bodies and anatto on the lower faces; the Kadiwéu of southern Mato
Grosso and Tiri6 of northern Pard paint or tattoo elaborate geometric
patterns on women’s faces; some tribes have standard markings—circles
on the cheeks for the Karajd, a horizontal line across the cheeks for the
Cintas Largas or Surui, black around the mouth for the Juruna, vertical
tattooed lines for the Asurini, and so forth; the Bororo and others have
elaborate codes of body paint to differentiate moieties, clans and age
groups; whereas for the Yanomani colours and patterns can denote
moods or aggression. Caiapd war parties use black dyes as camouflage
in the gloom of the forest. One early observer noted that Tupi women
‘paint their men and make a thousand delights on their bodies, such
as figures of birds or waves of the sea...and the women paint their own
legs, so that from a distance you would think that they were dressed
in very fine black worsted stockings...’.%

Other ornaments worn by Brazilian Indians include a wide variety
of bead, shell and nut necklaces, girdles and anklets of rattling nuts, and
— particularly among the Karajd and the Tukuno of the upper Solimdes
— masks made of straw thatch, pumpkins or balsa and barkwood, for
ceremonial use by shamans. The Pareci of Mato Grosso—Rondonia used
to have stone cross pectorals. There is a variety of musical instruments,
many kinds of rattle and a range of wind instruments, from circular nose
flutes of the Nambikuara, to pan-pipes, long trumpets of the upper
Xingu, and propeller-like bull-roarers of the Bororo. The weapons of
each tribe have individual characteristics, with variations in such details
as the length, head and feathering of arrows, type of wood and profile
of bows, ingredients of curares, blow pipes generally among tribes north
of the Amazon, manatee-hide shields of the Omagua, different types of
trap and a wide range of styles of club.

Gourds and baskets are, and were, common as containers in most
tribes, although the weave and pattern of the basketry varies from tribe
to tribe. Pottery is now rarer. The magnificent ceramics of the early
Amazonian Marajé and Santarém cultures seem to have been lost by
the time of the conquest, except among the Omagua and Machiparo
of the upper Amazon. Early Spanish explorers noted Omagua pottery
that rivalled Chinese wares in delicacy and wealth of polychrome
decoration. Among surviving modern tribes, the Xinguano are famous

¢ Thevet, Cosmograpbie, 162.
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for their wide basins for manioc bejju and for red and black z6omorphic
dishes, the Karajd have for some centuries made doll-like figurines
slightly reminiscent of eatly Aegean Cyclades ware, and the Kadiwéu
decorate their pottery with incised geometric designs similar to those
that they use for facial tattooing. Indians made their pottery by shaping
and sometimes by moulding or coiling, but never on a wheel in a
continent in which the wheel spinning on its axis was unknown.

Inter-tribal relations took various forms. Some tribes were so isolated
that they rarely came into contact with other Indians. Other tribes were
constantly at war, either through vendettas with rival groups of their
own people or against neighbouring tribes. Early explorers noted that,
although the banks of the Amazon and other large rivers were densely
populated with a succession of Indian villages, there were buffer zones
— stretches of unoccupied river bank — between the territories of large,
hostile tribes. In more sparsely occupied land between the rivers, tribes
lived far apart but occasionally organized long marches through the
forests to launch surprise attacks on their enemies’ villages. There were,
and still are, exceptions to this pattern of inter-tribal warfare. Some
groups of tribes learned to live peacefully with one another. Such amity
could well depend on trade. Early chroniclers noted trade of such items
as jadeite, which passed from tribe to tribe along the coast of Brazil,
or of golden objects brought down to the Negro and Solimdes by the
energetic Manaus, or of wood for bows that the Waitacd of the mouth
of the Paraiba acquired from inland tribes in return for their dried fish.
The most famous modern examples of trade between tribes of different
language stock are among the tribes of the upper Xingu, first contacted
by Carl von den Steinen in the 1880s and cated for in recent decades
by the Villas Boas brothers; and between the Baniwa and other tribes of
the Uaupés and Igana rivers. Different Xinguano tribes specialize in the
manufacture of such items as broad earthenware pots for making manioc
beifu or necklaces of river shells. Such trade, together with reasonably
amicable inter-tribal sporting competitions or festivals, must have
helped to calm the tension and occasional violence always present
between different tribes living in close proximity.

Social organization varied considerably from tribe to tribe. Among
the Tupinamba, girls had to undergo ordeals and seclusion at puberty,
after which they were allowed considerable sexual licence. A young man
had to prove himself in battle or by killing prisoners before being
considered sufficiently valiant for marriage. He had to serve and provide
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for his future father-in-law. Once married, a couple would remain
faithful to one another. The marriage was generally matrilocal, with the
husband moving in to his wife’s mother’s house unless he was
sufficiently powerful to establish a household of his own. Any excess
of females was cared for by polygamy by chiefs or famous warriors, and
the wives readily accepted this, partly from pride at association with
an important man and partly to share the work of caring for him. Men
married at about 25 years of age and were deemed to be elders after
40. The council of elders met regularly to decide the tribe’s activities.
Each hut, with its complement of often inter-related families, was
governed by a chief, as was the tribe itself. Chiefs earned their status
from prowess in battle, from affluence derived from having many
relatives or children, from magical powers or from oratorical gifts. But
chiefs wielded little power in the egalitarian tribal society: the sixteenth-
century philosopher Michel de Montaigne wrote that a chief who ruled
over several villages told him that his only privilege was to lead his men
into battle.

Tupi tribes, like most others in the Amazon basin, were controlled
by councils of male elders, who met almost daily and were only loosely
directed by their chiefs. The entire tribe was, however, strictly bound
to conform to accepted practice. Such rigid conservatism is probably
necessary in small hunting communities in a hostile environment. It
meant in practice, and still does mean, that any eccentric or noncon-
formist would be condemned by the shamans as an evil spirit and killed
by the rest of the community. The first foreign explorers drew almost
subversive conclusions from the absence of strong rulers. ‘Each man
is able to provide for himself... They have no property and do not try
to acquire it as other men do...They have no class distinctions or
notions of dignity or ceremonial. And they do not need them. For all
are equal in every respect, and so in harmony with their surroundings
that they all live justly and in conformity with the laws of nature.”” It
became 2 commonplace among proponents of the noble savage theory
to say that Indians had ‘no faith, or king, or law’. This revolutionary
idea was based on faulty observation. Although Indians had no kings
or class hierarchy, they did have chiefs and even paramount chiefs
respected by a large number of villages. They had law, not codified of
course, but in the form of complete conformity to accepted rules of
behaviour. They also had faith.

7 Gandavo, Histories of Bragil, 92.
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The supernatural world was very real to the Tupi, even if they did
not have an organized religion. They felt themselves to be surrounded
by spirits or demons, some protective but most malevolent. Tribal life
was enveloped in a web of legend, myth, ceremony and spiritual belief.
Almost every celebration, whether related to the agricultural calendar,
hunting, warfare, or the life-cycle, was steeped in spiritual meaning.
Every tribe had shamans to interpret the supernatural world and to heal
through the patient’s faith in their special powers. Tribal elders loved
to narrate the legends of their ancestors. Decisions were reached by
interpreting portents or by divination. Hans Staden saved his life by
successfully predicting the outcome of an illness and of an attack on
another village: he, like many another European in a native village,
rapidly acquired the status and aura of a shaman, hero, or oracle, so that
the tribe who had once planned to kill and eat him glorified him and
tried desperately to prevent his departure. Each individual Indian was
also obsessed by superstition, alternately buoyed up or terrified by the
spirits infesting the forest, the night, the burial places of ancestors, or
malignant animals.

Sixteenth-century chroniclers recorded many complex and often
lyrical legends and heroic epics. To judge by modern experience of
newly contacted tribes, there were doubtless many more legends that
went unrecorded. One heroic ancestor of the Guanabara Tupinamba
was Monan, of whom Thevet wrote: ‘ They say that he is without end
or beginning, being of all time, and that it was he who created the sky,
the earth and the birds and animals that are in them.”® In one legend,
Monan caused fire and flood to destroy the world before re-peopling
it with the stock of a hero called Irin-Magé. Thunder was identified as
the roar of a demon called Tupan — and the Jesuits, rather surprisingly,
adopted Tupan as the Tupi translation of God. Of the many malevolent
spirits, the one that the missionaries adopted to correspond to their
Devil was Anhan (also known as Jurupari among the northern Tupi).
Thevet wrote that ‘ This miserable people is often afflicted by fantastic
illusions and persecuted by the malignant spirit, which they perceive
in various forms. It appears to them and chastises them beyond
measure. .. We sometimes heard them cry out most terribly during the
night, calling on us for help, saying in their language: “Can’t you
see... Anhan who is beating and tormenting me? Defend me, if you wish
me to serve you!”’?

8 Thevet, Cosmographie, 38. ® Ibid., 77.
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Shamans (pagés in Tupi) were intermediaries between the community
and the supernatural world. They were tribal elders, men or women,
who had demonstrated unusual powers of healing or prophecy. Pagés
led tribal dances and ceremonies, rhythmically shaking maracé gourd
rattles and with bands of @houai nuts on their legs to shake as they
stamped. Predictions or converse with the spirit world were surrounded
by elaborate ritual. Healing was performed in a cloud of tobacco smoke
and consisted of sucking evil spirits from the afflicted person or
pretending to spit out some object that had caused the illness. It was
a classic healer’s ritual, one performed in different ways by tribal
medicine-men all over Amazonia. Successful pagés were greatly revered
and obeyed; but a series of wrong predictions or unsuccessful cures
could cost a shaman his reputation and probably his life.

The coastal Tupi were engrossed in deadly inter-tribal feuds and seem
to have been far more belligerent than Indians elsewhere in Brazil.
Warfare occupied a central position in the social and religious life of
the tribe. A man’s prestige was a direct result of the number of enemies
he had killed or captured. The purpose of inter-tribal battles was to
capture prisoners rather than to occupy land or win booty. Attacks were
therefore made when omens predicted victory and were preferably by
surprise or ambush — although some chroniclers reported watching
large set-piece battles, on land or between flotillas of war canoes. The
main weapon was the bow and arrow, which Indians fired with amazing
speed and accuracy, but battles soon degenerated into fierce hand-
to-hand combats with heavy wooden clubs or stone battleaxes. Jean de
Léry watched one such battle.

One could scarcely believe how cruel and terrible the combat was...If any of
them was hit, as several were, they tore the arrows from their bodies with
marvellous courage... This did not prevent them returning, all wounded, to
the combat... When they were finally in a mélée with their great wooden
swords and clubs, they charged one another with mighty two-handed blows.
If they struck an enemy’s head they did not just knock him to the ground,
but slaughtered him as one of our butchers fells an ox... These Americans are
so furious in their wars that they fight on without stopping as long as they
can move arms and legs, never retreating or turning tail. 10

Battles between groups of Tupi, sharing identical languages and
societies, were fought to capture prisoners for ritual execution. Battles
between tribes of different stock could be more savage. Anthony

19 Jean de Léry, Le Vioyage au Brésil de Jean dr Léry [La Rochelle, 1578], ed. Charly Clerc (Paris,
1927), 192.
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Knivet took part in campaigns of extermination, in which hundreds of
enemy were killed in surprise attacks and they ‘took many old men and
women, which as we took them we killed’.)! One Jesuit wrote that
‘there are so many of them and the land is so great and they are
increasing so much that if they were not continuously at war and eating
one another it could not contain them’.!? Another Jesuit saw warfare
as ‘the ordinary drain of such a multitude, without which they would
not have fitted into that land’.13

Prisoners were taken back to be taunted by the women of the
victorious village. They were expected to behave with complete
composure, proudly threatening retaliation by their own kin. Valiant
prisoners were kept for weeks or months, fattened by the host tribe and
given a woman for intercourse, before being despatched in an elaborate
ceremony. The victim was executed painlessly by a blow from behind,
and was then cooked and flayed. Each member of the tribe ate a piece
of his flesh, to gain his spiritual strength and to perpetuate the vendetta.

Various chroniclers attempted a geographical classification of the tribes
of the Atlantic coast from the mouth of the Amazon to the savannahs
of Rio Grande do Sul. There is some confusion in nomenclature, for
words such as Tupinamba may have been generic terms covering
portions of the Tupi, each tribe of which had a distinct name.
Portuguese and French colonists sometimes had different names for the
same tribe. In the study of American Indians there has always been the
difficulty that, while some tribes had no names for themselves, they did
have names — often pejorative ones — for their enemies: so that in the
course of colonial conquest the latter name became wrongly attached
to a tribe before its contact or pacification.

With these caveats, and adopting only the most common of many
variations in spelling found in the chronicles, the coastal tribes were,
from north to south, as follows. In the early seventeenth century most
of the land from Pari to the Parnaiba was occupied by peoples known
as Tupinamba. This included 27 villages with some 12,000 inhabitants
on the small island of Maranhio. Tapuitapera and the coast north-west

1t Anthony Knivet, The Admirable Adventures and Strange Fortunes of Master Antonie Knivet .. .[1591]},
in Samuel Purchas, Hakluytus Postbumus or Purchas bis pilgrimes {1625}, pt 2, bk 6, ch. 7, Hakluyt
Society, zo vols (Glasgow, 1906), xv1, 223.

12 Afonso Braz, letter from Espirito Santo, 1551, in Revista do Instituto Histérico ¢ Geogrdaphico
Brasileiro, 6 (1845), 442.

13 Cristébal de Acufia, Nuzvo descubrimiento del rio de las Amazonas [1641] (Sdo Paulo, 1941), 199.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Indians of Bragil in 1500 133

of the island was occupied by Tupinamaba groups called Caeté (‘large
forest’ in Tupi); on the coast to the south-east there were remnants of
more primitive tribes called Tremembé, possibly Gé-speakers being
displaced by the Tupi; and Tobajara (possibly simply a generic name
for ‘inland-dwelling’ Tupinamba) lived on the Ibiapaba hills and the
lower courses of the Mearim, Gurupi and other rivers debouching near
Maranhio island. Most, or even all, of these Maranhio Tupi had
migrated there affer the invasion of their original homes further south
by the Portuguese. Careful analysis of the various written sources points
to the place of origin being Pernambuco, possibly the lower Sio
Francisco, and conceivably Cabo Frio and Guanabara. Despite this, it
seems likely that some Tupi were occupying this northern area before
1500.

The stretch of ‘east-west’ coast between the Parnaiba and Paraiba
rivers was occupied by a large and united tribe called Potiguar (meaning
‘shrimp-eating people’, or, possibly, Petin-guara meaning ‘tobacco
people’ from the practice of carrying wads of tobacco in their mouths).
Observers described the Potiguar as being the most advanced of any
Tupi, with broad plantations supporting a large population in
substantial, harmonious villages. Soares de Sousa grudgingly admired
them as ‘great farmers of crops, with which they are always very well
provided. They are good hunters and an arrow shot by them never
misses... They are great line fishermen, both at sea and in fresh-water
rivers.” They were notably aggressive, capable of mobilizing armies
estimated at 20,000 warriors, adept at building defences and traps and,
to Soares de Sousa, ‘very bellicose, warlike and treacherous’.® The
Potiguar presented a formidable challenge to Portuguese expansion
towards the Amazon, and one Jesuit complained that ‘these heathen
have the fault of being the largest and most united of any in Brazil’.1s

The dominant tribe of Pernambuco and the north-eastern tip of Brazil
was called Tobajara — a name that also recurs in Maranhio, among the
first Tupi of Bahia, in Espirito Santo and further south in Sio Vicente.
Whatever the uncertainties about names of the divisions of the coastal
Tupi, there was no doubt about the reality of inter-tribal enmity — an
enmity that the Europeans tried to exploit, just as the Indians sought

4 Gabriel Soares de Sousa, Tratado descriptivo do Brasil em 1587, ch. 13, ed. Francisco Adolfo
Varnhagen, Brasiliana, cxvir (Sio Paulo, 1938), 23—4.

18 Anon. Jesuit, Sumdrio das armadas que s¢ fizeram ¢ guerras que se deram na conguista do rio Parafba
[c. 1587), in Revista do Instituto Historico ¢ Geografico Brasiliero, 36 /v (1873), 63.
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to gain from hostility between the French and Portuguese. The
Tobajara were normally at war with the Potiguar to their north-west
and with the Caeté to their south. Caeté lived in large numbers around
Cape Santo Agostinho, between the mouths of the Paraiba and Sio
Francisco. Tupi-speaking tribes called by the chroniclers Tupina and
Amoipira are mentioned as living along the Rio Sio Francisco inland
of the coastal tribes. South of the Sdo Francisco, Caeté and Tupinamba
mingled, but Tupinamba were in control of the rich land around Bahia,
up the Paraguagu and south to Camamu. There was hostility and
fighting between villages of these Bahia Tupinamba.

Tupi-speaking tribes occupied only a thin coastal strip of the long
north—south coast between Camamu and the southern Paraiba. There
were Tupinikin in Ilhéus (the southern coast of the state of Bahia) and
the north of modern Espirito Santo; and Temiminé on the southern
coast of Espirito Santo. But the coastal plain is narrow or nonexistent
in this part of Brazil, and the forested hills inland were controlled by
nomadic and belligerent Gé-speaking tribes known collectively to the
Portuguese as Aimoré and Botocudo. The marshes and lagoons at the
mouth of the southern Paraiba were occupied by another non-Tupi tribe
called Waitacd, whose difficult habitat preserved their isolation until the
end of the sixteenth century. The Waitac4, in turn, traded with other
non-Tupi tribes of the lower Paraiba, tribes that presumably spoke
Gé-related languages.

We know much about the stretch of coast from Cabo Frio to
Guanabara and on to Santos/Sdo Vicente, because this was the location
of the first Portuguese colony, at Sio Vicente, of the French colony at
Rio de Janeiro, of the struggles between French and Portuguese, the
adventures of Hans Staden and Anthony Knivet, and the early activities
of the Jesuits, Nobrega and Anchieta. The coastal region of this area
was densely populated by Tamoio Tupinamba. This was the tribe who
became firm allies of the French and for that reason provided the
ethnographical information recorded by Thevet and Léry. The Tamoio
were at war with the Temimino, who lived to the north beyond the
Paraiba and also at the inner end of Guanabara bay. There was also
hostility between the Tamoio and Tupi called Tobajara or Tupinikin
living in the modern state of Sdo.Paulo, both on the coast near Sio
Vicente and on the plateau of Piratininga.

The steep, forested coasts south of Sio Vicente were the home of
large, docile tribes known in the sixteenth century as the Carijé. These
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were the Guarani, who spoke a language variant of Tupi: a well-
regimented people, fine agriculturists and deeply spiritual. They spread
across the rich lands of the modern state of Parand and eastern Paraguay.
The character and inclination of the Guarani—Carijé made them perfect
disciples for Jesuit missionaries. They responded better than any other
people of South America to the Jesuit formula of large ‘reductions’
supported by extensive plantations and spiritually nourished on a
regime of constant prayer and devotion. A southern branch of the
Guarani called the Tape lived on the grasslands between the Uruguay
river and the Lagoon of Patos. At the time the Portuguese arrived there
were still large pockets of tribes speaking Gé-related languages in the
forests of the upper Uruguay and what is the modern state of Santa
Catarina. These were the ancestors of surviving tribes now called
Caingang and Xokleng. As early as 1503—4 a French sea captain called
Paumier de Gonneville spent some months among the southern Carijo,
and these same tribes were very hospitable to early Spanish sailors
bound for the Rio de la Plata or Patagonia. The same docility that
endeared them to the Jesuits made them easy prey for Portuguese
slavers from Sdo Paulo.

The heart of Brazil is the vast plateau of the Brazilian shield. Geologically
very ancient, this flat, eroded land was covered before the conquest
either in mato (low, dry woods), campo (semi-savannah of sandy soil,
gnarled trees and bushes, palms near streams, tough grasses and
numerous termite hills), or campo cerrado (a denser variety of campo, with
thick dry undergrowth). This relatively open country was the home of
the Gé-speaking tribes. Because they were in poorer country and further
from the Atlantic, the Gé tribes escaped the initial impact of the
conquest. The Gé tended to be more scattered than the coastal Tupi,
more elusive in battle and hence less vulnerable to set-piece defeat by
European cavalry and gunfire. They were poor agriculturists compared
to the Tupi and hence were less sought-after as slaves. Even the
missionaries, who learned only Tupi-Guarani, and who were reluctant
to venture far inland, ignored the Gé until recent times. The Gé are
more conservative, less adaptable than the Tupi, and the result is that
many of their tribes have survived to the present with their cultures
intact. Most Gé tribes are non-aquatic, being often unable to swim and
unfamiliar with canoes. This lack of mobility and their innate
conservatism has meant that, although there have been slow shifts by
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tribes such as the Chavante, there have been no dramatic migrations,
with the result that there are no isolated groups of Gé on rivers far from
their homeland. Thus, we can obtain a reasonably accurate picture of
pre-conquest Gé habitats by looking at surviving tribes and noting
locations of those that have vanished.

Early literature on the Gé is easily summarized. The first chroniclers
reported skirmishes with — and inordinate fear of — the Aimoré of Ilhéus
and fleeting contacts with the Botocudo and Puri of the southern
Paraiba and Doce valleys. In those early times, all non-Tupi speaking
tribes were dismissed as ‘Tapuia’ and were held to be dangerously
savage. The first ethnographic accounts of ‘ Tapuia’ did not come until
the 1630s when the Dutch conquered the north-east bulge of Brazil and
made alliances with the Tarariu of chief Jandui in the Rio Grande—Ceard
hinterland. The descriptions of the Dutch envoys Jacob Rabe and, later,
Roulox Baro, showed that these Gé were almost identical to the modern
Canela or Krah. They were hunter—gatherers, magnificent runners
capable of pursuing and clubbing game on the savannahs they inhabited.
They shunned water and slept on ground mats rather than in hammocks.
Their running prowess was maintained by regular log races between
the two moieties of each tribe. Identical races are still one of the most
important social functions among many Gé-speaking tribes. The two
teams race in relays, often starting some kilometres from the village but
always ending with a run around its circular perimeter. They carry heavy
lengths of palm log on their shoulders, and one runner rolls his team’s
log onto the shoulder of the next in the relay. Marriage is invariably
into the other half of the tribal society, with the husband moving into
his wife’s family house. It is also clear that these Gé have changed very
little in physical appearance. Their skin colour is a pale creamy brown;
the women are attractive by European standards and are markedly
shorter than their men; and both sexes still wear the same curious hair
style, with hair hanging loose behind, but with a horizontal parting
around the head above the ears so that, in Elias Herckman’s words, the
top looked like a bonnet. Another useful early work is by a French
Franciscan missionary, Martin de Nantes, who lived among the Cariri
in the middle Rio Sio Francisco and Bahia sertdo (wilderness) in the
mid-seventeenth century.

The ignorant adventurers who marched deep into the Brazilian
interior in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries brought back no
information about the tribes they encountered. Nor did the military and
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civil commanders who fought fierce wars against the Gé of the
north-eastern interior during the half-century between 1670 and 1720.
The most heroic of all Indian revolts in Brazil was that of the
mission-trained Mandu Ladino, between 1712 and 1720, when for a brief
moment the Tupi and Gé of Ceari and Rio Grande do Norte buried
their traditional enmity and united against the colonial invader. But
these campaigns lacked any chronicler. Wars of extermination were
waged against the forest-dwelling southern Caiapé during the 1740s.
These tribes occupied the vast expanses of mato and campo of southern
Goids and middle Mato Grosso. The Portuguese produced no ethno-
graphic or historical information about these Caiap6; but brief descrip-
tions of their ambush attacks, black genipap body dye and shifting forest
villages tally with the practices of northern Caiapé who have survived
into the twentieth century. There is no reason to suppose that the
northern Caiap6 have changed markedly since 1500 in either location
or society. They continue to occupy the watersheds between the middle
Rios Araguaia, Xingu and Iriri, a country of rainforest near the rivers
that changes abruptly to campo or cerrado when the water-table is
lowered, the Caiapé tend to prefer the more open country of the hill
tops. Modern anthropological studies of groups such as the Xikrin,
Gorotire, Kubén-Kran-Kegn or Txukarramae would presumably give
a good picture of the Caiapé at the time of the first European arrivals.

Many tribes of Maranhio and the interiors of Piaui, Ceard, Pernam-
buco and Bahia have disappeared since their first mention. Most were
presumably Gé-speaking, with customs broadly similar to the Timbira
or Chavante who survive. Some non-Tupi tribes from the eastern slopes
of the Ibiapaba hills and the lower Itapicuri and Mearim may have been
linguistically and socially isolated: the great anthropologist, Curt
Nimuendajd, studied the speech of the last surviving Gamella and found
it to be only distantly related to Gé. Further inland, however, on the
plateau between the headwaters of the Rios Mearim—Corda and Grajad
and the lower Tocantins, the Timbira of Maranhio and Pari are
relatively thriving by modern standards, although doubtless much
reduced in numbers. Here again, there is no lack of modern ethnographic
studies of the Canela (Ramco—Camecra), Kraho, Apinagé (Caracati) and
Gavido (western or forest Timbira).

The broad dry plains between the Sio Francisco and the middle
Tocantins and Araguaia were the home of warrior tribes of Gé: the
Shicriabd and Acroa (Guenguen), now extinct; and the Chavante
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(Shavante in English spelling) and Cherente, known collectively as
Akwen. The latter have survived with their cultures and tribal spirit
reasonably intact, and their societies have been explored and documented
in recent times. Both tribes have moved westwards, away from the
colonial frontier. The Cherente cross the Rio Tocantins to the inter-
fluvial lands lying between it and the Araguaia. The Chavante, after
briefly tasting subjection in government-run a/deias (village settlements)
near Goids in the late eighteenth century, decided to migrate south-
westwards across both Tocantins and Araguaia, to occupy the north
bank of the Mortes and valiantly resisted incursions by settlers or Indian
Service officials until the 1940s.

Far to the south, beyond the lands once occupied by the southern
Caiapd, there were Gé-speaking tribes in the forested plateau that sloped
westward toward the Parand. Being relatively near Sdo Paulo, these
tribes were known to the early chroniclers and many of them later fell
victim to Paulista slavers. Tribes known in the sixteenth century as
Guaiani (Goiand) or Bilreiro (wooden discs) and later as Coroado
(‘crowned’ because of their tufted hair style) were ancestors of the
present Caingang. These peoples retreated to the forests when much
of their territory was occupied by Jesuit missions for the Guarani; but
the missions were destroyed in mid-sixteenth century and the Caingang
ranged across the western State of Parand, resisting settler expansion
until the early twentieth century. The Gé-speaking Xokleng (sometimes
given the distasteful epithet Bugre) had broadly similar experiences
further south in what is now Santa Catarina.

There were, of course, some exceptions to the picture of Gé
dominance of the central Brazilian plateau. On Bananal in the Araguaia,
one of the world’s largest riverine islands, the Karajd and related tribes
had evolved a distinct culture with original social and spiritual practices,
which was based on a complete mastery of their riverine environment.
The Karaji language, once thought to be related to Gé, is now
considered as isolated. Some Tupi groups survive to this day, far up
the Rios Araguaia, Xingu or Tapajds: for instance, the Tapirapé,
Kamayurd or Kayabi; but it is not clear whether they were established
in their present territories before the start of European .conquest. The
central plateau extends to the south-west, forming the watershed
between the Amazon and Rios Paraguay-Parand, and then on into
modern Rondénia. West of the southern Caiapé and south of the
Chavante were numerous tribes of Bororo, implacable enemies of the
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Gé and enlisted by the Portuguese to help destroy the Caiapd. Bororo
language, which is also isolated, and society have been most intensively
studied in this century by missionaries and anthropologists, so that we
have a very clear picture of the nature of the Bororo tribes five centuries
ago. Moving westwards along this high ground, the Parecis were a
numerous and well-ordered Aruak-speaking people who impressed
eighteenth-century travellers with the beauty of their stone artefacts and
the efficiency of their agriculture. The Parecis’ reward for their relatively
advanced society was to be carted off in droves by Paulista slavers.

The forests of the Guaporé and sandy, arid plateau of Ronddnia have
been peopled, apparently for many centuries, by tribes now known as
Nambikuara. Contact with the Nambikuara came only in this century.
They immediately made a deep impression on anthropologists and gave
rise to exotic theories by distinguished authorities. The Nambikuara
language is entirely isolated from that of other Amazon tribes, and their
physical characteristics, skin colour and skeletal frame seem distinct.
Their way of life was primitive, with rudimentary shelters, almost no
body ornament or artistic expression, simple social structures, no
hammocks or sleeping furniture, and a diet based on gathering and
limited hunting with bow and arrow. Some observers were reminded
of Australian aborigines and there has been speculation that the
Nambikuara were the product of some migration across the South
Pacific. Cave shelters on the Galera river in Nambikuara territory are
covered in symbols of female genitals; although evidently belonging
to an earlier society, these symbols have given rise to talk of Amazon
or matriarchal societies, and similar reports in the sixteenth century led
Ulrich Schmidel and others to seek Amazon women in this part of
Brazil. One eminent historian of the Inca has located Paititi, the refuge
of fugitive neo-Inca tribes, in this area.

The first European penetration of the upper Amazon was also a
response to an exotic theory: the quest for the kingdom of El Dorado,
the gilded ruler. The legend apparently took root among Spanish
conguistadores in Quito in 1540, and the first expeditions all searched for
the rich kingdom in the deeply-forested Andean foothills east of Quito.
Our first glimpse of the tribes of the Napo, Caquetd and possibly also
the Uaupés and Putumayo rivers thus comes from accounts of the
expeditions in search of El Dorado in the 1540s led by Gonzalo Pizarro
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(and Francisco de Orellana), Herndn Pérez de Quesada and Philip von
Hutten. The picture that emerges is of occasional riparian villages,
sometimes with rudimentary fortifications and capable of mobilizing
large flotillas of canoes, but widely separated from one another. The
impression from these and later penetration of the headwaters of these
north-western tributaries is that there has been little change in either
style of life or density of population during the subsequent four
centuries. Our only primary descriptions of the tribes of the main course
of the Amazon also result from searches for El Dorado: they are Gaspar
de Carvajal’s account of Orellana’s descent in 1542 and various reports
of Lope de Aguirre’s descent in 1561. After these there was a long
literary silence about the Amazon, until Cristébal de Acufia’s descent
in 1639 and the arrival of Anténio Vieira’s Jesuits on the lower river
in the 1650s. But by that time the original native societies had been
irredeemably dispersed and destroyed.

The overriding impression left by Carvajal’s chronicle was of the
dense native populations along the banks of the main Amazon river.
He reported ‘numerous and very large settlements...and the further we
went the more thickly populated and the better did we find the land’.1¢
Some villages stretched for miles along the river’s edge, with frequent
landing stages crowded with warriors. When the expedition debouched
from the Rio Napo onto the main Amazon, it passed through the
territory of the Machiparo, a well-disciplined tribe, well-fed from the
produce of the fertile vdrgea (loodplain). This tribe and the even richer
Omagua, who lived downstream roughly between the mouths of the
Javari and Putumayo-Igd, had developed the farming of turtles. They
released the creatures to lay their eggs in river sandbanks and towed
young turtles back to their villages to be reared in thousands in pens
alongside their huts. The tribe’s farming techniques were geared to the
annual rise and fall of the river. Its pottery was also sophisticated,
ranging in size from huge storage jars to delicate polychrome pieces that
the conguistadores compared to Chinese porcelain. One of these riverine
peoples — possibly the Yurimagua who lived downstream of the
Omagua — wore long cotton shifts in the manner of the Campa of the
upper Rios Ucayali-Urubamba who were also having their first contact
with Spaniards in the middle sixteenth century.

Some gold objects were found among the tribes of the Rio Solimdes

18 Gaspar de Carvajal, Descubrimiento del rio de las Amazonas [1542], trans. Bertram T. Lee, as The
discovery of the Amazgon (New York, 1934), 200, 202.
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(Amazon) and it is clear from later chronicles that these originated
among the Muisca (Chibcha) or other peoples of the northern Andes
and were brought to the Rio Negro and thence to the Amazon, by the
Manaus of the middle Negro, a great trading tribe. Orellana’s men
named the Negro river because of its black waters, but there are no
narratives of the Negro or Branco basins until the eighteenth century.
Seventeenth-century references to the Negro describe the establishment
of missions along the banks of the lower river and systematic slaving
attacks on its Aruak-speaking peoples. The main stream of the Negro
was thus denuded of natives as thoroughly as the Amazon itself. By the
late seventeenth century travellers moved for days on end along the river
without seeing any sign of life. Both the Tarumd, who lived near modern
Manaus at the junction of the Negro and Amazon, and the Manaus
of the middle Negro are now extinct. Aruak-speaking tribes of the
upper Negro — notably the Baré, Baniwa, Yavitero and Tukano of the
Uaupés — and Carib tribes of the upper Orinoco — the Makiritare and
related tribes — suffered less from European invasion. We can, there-
fore, assume that, although now depleted by disease, their disposition
in 1500 was similar to that encountered by Humboldt and other natura-
lists of the eatly nineteenth century; and that on the Uaupés, I¢ana and
other western tributaries, tribes still surviving have presumably
changed little during the past five centuries — unless their numbers have
been swollen by refugee groups fleeing from more exposed territories.

This same assumption can be made with even greater assurance about
the Yanomami (Waika) and other Shiriand-speaking peoples of the
forested hills that form the watershed between the headwaters of the
Orinoco and the Negro—Branco basins. The Yanomami is the largest
surviving forest tribe in South America, contacted only in recent decades
and intensively studied in recent years. Small groups of nomadic Maku
doubtless roamed the forests between the middle Rios Negro and
Solimébes in 1500 as they do now ; and Carvajal refers to primitive forest
tribes (Catukina, Catawisi?) who harassed the Omagua from the interior
south of the Amazon. Beyond, in the rainforests of the Rios Ucayali,
Javari and upper Jurud were the Panoan tribes — notably the Amahuaca,
Shipibo and Conibo — who were in contact with the Incas’ forest
frontier. Many groups of Aruak-speaking Campa actually paid allegiance
to the post-conquest Incas of Vilcabamba.

The first descent of the Madeira was made in about 1653 by the aged
bandeirante, Antonio Rapéso Tavares. He reported to Jesuits at Belém
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do Pard that his men had found the river to be densely populated:

Fifteen days after embarking on the river [from near its source] they began
to see settlements and from then on there was not a day on which they did
not see some; they generally saw many every day. They saw towns in which
[they counted] 300 huts...in each of which many families lived...They
reckoned that one village contained 150,000 souls.??

At one stage they travelled for eight days through the lands of a tribe,
perhaps the Parintintin, whose villages were almost contiguous on the
river banks. Sixty years later, the Jesuit Bartolomeu Rodrigues was still
able to list 81 tribes known to him on or near the lower Madeira.!8

We do not know the relative importance in 1500 of the tribes who
later dominated, one after another, the Rio Madeira: Tora, Mura, Maué
and Munduruci. One suspects that the Mura (whose language is
curiously akin to Muisca) and the Mundurucu expanded from obscurity
to fill territorial gaps created by the destruction of earlier tribes. A group
of fierce Tupinamba occupied the island of Tupinambaranas, but they
may have arrived there after the Portuguese conquest of the coast. The
Tapajos tribe, however, was certainly powerfully established at the
mouth of the river that bears its name. Dutch and other foreigners had
contact with the Tapajos in the early seventeenth century, and it was
some time before Portuguese slavers dared to molest this strong people.
North European explorers — including English and Irish — also
contacted tribes of the left bank of the lower Amazon and commanded
large armies of them before being driven out by the Portuguese in the
1620s. It is not clear, however, whether the tribes occupying the left
bank then or in Orellana’s day were Aruak- or Carib-speaking. Some
of these tribes gave Orellana’s men the impression that they were led
by women warriors, and thus gave rise to the legend of Amazons on
the world’s largest river. Carib tribes certainly dominated the upper
Paru and Jari rivers and most of the Guiana highlands.

The peoples living at the mouth of the Amazon, lower Tocantins,
and Pard rivers were so thoroughly destroyed in the first half of
the seventeenth century that it is almost impossible to reconstruct

17 Antonio Vieira, letter of Jan. 1654, in Alfred do Vale Cabral (ed.), Cartas Jesuiticas, 3 vols (Rio
de Janeiro, 1931), 1, 413.

18 Bartholomeu Rodrigues, letter to Provincial from Tupinambaranas aldeia, 2 May 1714, in
Alexandre J. de Mello Moraes, Corografia bistérica, cronogrdfica, genealdgica, nobilidria ¢ politica do
Império do Brasil, 4 vols (Rio de Janeiro, 1872), 1v, 365-6.
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their native populations before the colonial era. We know that the
Juruna were near the mouth of the Xingu, and one remnant of this tribe
has survived, hundreds of miles upstream in the Xingu Indian Park.
The Pacajd, living on the river of that name south-west of Marajo,
fielded soo war canoes and fought to the death. Many other tribes near
Belém do Pard were briefly recorded before being lost to disease,
destruction or detribalization in the confusion of mission a/deias.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



A NOTE ON THE NATIVE
AMERICAN POPULATION ON THE EVE
OF THE EUROPEAN INVASIONS

There has been for some decades, and there continues to be, a lively
debate among demographic historians about the size of the native
American population on the eve of the European invasions.

For Central Mexico, the area lying between the Isthmus of Tehuan-
tepec and the frontier with the Chichimecas, the Berkeley School (Lesley
Bird Simpson, Sherburne F. Cook and Woodrow Borah) first proposed
a population of 11 million and later, in the light of new sources and
a more sophisticated methodology, raised their estimate to 25 million.
See, in particular, S. F. Cook and W. Borah, The aboriginal population of
Central Mexico on the eve of the S panish Conquest (Berkeley, 1963) and Essays
in population history : Mexico and the Caribbean, 2 vols. (Betkeley, 1971—4).
Angel Rosenblat has consistently argued in favour of a lower figure (as
low as 4.5 million): for example, La poblaciin indigena de América desde
1492 hasta la actualidad (Buenos Aires, 1945) and, especially, La poblaciin
de América en 1492 viefos ¢ nuevos cdleulos (Mexico, 1967). For a recent
critique of the Berkeley School, see William T. Sanders, ‘The popu-
lation of the Central Mexican symbiotic region, the Basin of Mexico
and the Teotihuacin valley in the sixteenth century’, in William
M. Denevan (ed.), The native population of the Americas in 1492
(Madison, 1976), 85—150. Sanders seeks to reduce the higher Cook and
Borah estimate for Central Mexico by so—6o per cent to 11—12 million.

Even more difficult to estimate, and therefore even more contro-
versial, is the population of the Antilles and the circum-Caribbean in
1492. Figures for the island of Hispaniola, for example, range from
50,000—60,000 (Charles Verlinden) and 100,000 (Rosenblat) to perhaps
8 million (Cook and Borah). The higher figure has not found ready
acceptance: see, for example, Angel Rosenblat, ‘The population of
Hispaniola at the time of Columbus’, in Denevan (ed.), op. ¢it., 43—66
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and David Henige, ‘On the contact population of Hispaniola: history
as higher mathematics’, HAHR, s8 (1978), 217—37. Recent work on
the Indian population of what is now Colombia — with a figure of three
million proposed — is summarized in Germin Colmenares, Historia
econdmica y social de Colombia, 1537—1719 (Bogotd, 1973). Estimates for
Peru have ranged from two to three million to 12—15 million (and even
higher). A recent statement in support of the lower figures is Daniel
E. Shea, ‘A defense of small population estimates for the Central Andes
in 1520°, in Denevan (ed.), op. cit., 157-80. The most recent work,
which suggests a figure of 9 million for Peru, is David Noble Cook,
Demographic collapse. Indian Peru, 1520—1620 (Cambridge, 1981). For
estimates of the size of the various Indian peoples who inhabited
southern South America — with the exception of the Araucanians (one
million) numbering tens rather than hundreds of thousands — see
CHLA, 1 chapter 4 by Jorge Hidalgo, passim.

The population of the Indian tribes who inhabited what is now Brazil
at the time of the arrival of the Europeans in 1500 is particularly difficult
to estimate. John Hemming, Red Gold. The conguest of the Bragilian
Indians (London, 1978), appendix, 487-5o1 discusses the various
estimates and the methodologies on which they are based and himself
arrives at a figure of 2.4 million. However, many recent estimates tend
to be higher. William M. Denevan, ‘The aboriginal population of
Amazonia’, in Denevan (ed.), op. ¢it., 205—34 increases his own earlier
estimates for greater Amazonia (the entire tropical lowland area of
South America east of the Andes except for the Gran Chaco region)
to 6.8 million and for the Amazon Basin itself to five million (although
in an addendum he allows a possible 25 per cent reduction to take
account of uninhabited ‘buffer zones’ between tribes).
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THE SPANISH CONQUEST AND
SETTLEMENT OF AMERICA

THE ANTECEDENTS OF CONQUEST

‘Without settlement there is no good conquest, and if the land is not
conquered, the people will not be converted. Therefore the maxim of
the conqueror must be to settle.” The words are those of one of the first
historians of the Indies, Francisco Lépez de Gémara.! The philosophy
behind them is that of his patron, the greatest of the conguistadores,
Herndn Cortés. It was this philosophy which came to inform Spain’s
overseas enterprise of the sixteenth century and did much to make
Spanish America what it eventually became. But its success was not
inevitable, nor was it attained without a struggle. There are several ways
in which an aggressive society can expand the boundaries of its
influence, and there were precedents for all of them in medieval Spain.

The reconquista — that great southwards movement of the Christian
kingdoms of the Iberian peninsula into the regions held by the Moors
— illustrated something of the wide range of possibilities from which
precedents could be drawn. Fought along the border dividing
Christendom from Islam, the reconquista was a war that extended the
boundaries of the faith. It was also a2 war for territorial expansion,
conducted and regulated, if not always controlled, by the crown and
by the great military-religious orders, which acquired vassals in the
process along with vast areas of land. It was a typical frontiet-war of
hit-and-run raids in pursuit of easy plunder, offering opportunities for
ransom and barter, and for more intangible prizes, like honour and fame.
It was a migration of people and livestock in search of new homes and
new pastures. It was a process of controlled settlement and colonization,
based on the establishment of towns which were granted extensive
territorial jurisdiction under royal charter.

! Francisco Lépez de Gémara, Historia general de las Indias (Madrid, 1852), 181.
149
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To conquer, therefore, might mean to settle, but it might also mean
to raid, plunder and move on. Conquest in the first sense gave primacy
to the occupation and exploitation of land. In the second sense it
conceived power and wealth in a much less static form — in terms of
the possession of portable objects, like gold, booty and livestock, and
of lordship over vassals rather than ownership of land. Mobility implied
adventure, and adventure in a military society enormously enhanced the
opportunities to improve one’s standing in the eyes of one’s fellow men.
The desire to ‘win honour’ and to be ‘worth more’ (valer mds) was a
central ambition in the status-bound and honour-conscious society of
medieval Castile. Honour and worth were most rapidly won with the
sword and deserved to be formalized in a grant of higher status by a
grateful sovereign. It was in keeping with this tradition that Baltasar
Dorantes de Carranza could write of the conquerors of Mexico that,
although there were some hidalgos among them, they were now ‘by
presumption’ all hidalges, ‘because all hidalguia originates by its nature
in acts of service to the king’.2

The reconquista was halted but not terminated by the gradual
attainment of its natural limits within the Iberian peninsula itself. The
enclave of the kingdom of Granada would remain in Moorish hands
until 1492, but otherwise the Christian reconquest of the peninsula was
complete by the end of the thirteenth century. As the limits of internal
expansion were reached, so the dynamic forces in medieval Iberian
society began to look to new frontiers across the seas — the Catalans
and Aragonese primarily to Sicily, Sardinia, North Africa and the
eastern Mediterranean, the Castilians, like the Portuguese, to Africa and
the Atlantic islands.

This expansionist movement of the fifteenth-century Iberians was a
reflection both of specifically Iberian aspirations and of more general
European aspirations in the later Middle Ages. Fifteenth-century
Europe was a society still suffering from the economic and social
dislocations caused by the ravages of the Black Death. Labour was in
short supply; aristocratic incomes had fallen; monarchs and nobles
competed for power and resources. It was a society, too, which felt itself
threatened along its eastern frontiers by the menacing presence of Islam
and the advance of the Ottoman Turk. It was a restless and relatively

* Baltasar Dorantes de Carranza, Sumaria Relacién de las Cosas de la Nueva Espafia [1604] (2nd edn,
Mexico, 1970), 12.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Spanish Conguest and settlement 153

mobile society, at once inquisitive and acquisitive — inquisitive about
the world that lay beyond its immediate horizons and acquisitive in its
desire for exotic luxuries and foodstuffs, and for gold which would
enable it to buy these articles from the East with which it had a
permanently unfavourable balance of trade.

The Iberian peninsula, with its proximity to Africa and its long
Atlantic seaboard, was geographically well placed to take the lead in
a movement of westwards expansion at a time when Europe was being
hemmed in along its eastern boundaries. An Iberian maritime tradition
had developed, both in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, where
Basque and Cantabrian fishermen had been building up a rich store of
experience for the future navigation of uncharted seas. The conquest
of Seville in 1248 and the advance of the reconquista to the straits of
Gibraltar had given the crown of Castile~-Ledn a new Atlantic littoral,
whose ports were settled by seamen from Portugal, Galicia and the
Cantabrian coast.

Along this seaboard the combination of northern and Mediterranean
skills created a race of sailors capable of promoting and taking ad-
vantage of advances in ship-construction and navigational techniques.
The first Portuguese voyages were made in whatever reasonably
suitable craft were available, but by the later fifteenth century the
combination of the North European square rig with the Mediterranean
lateen sail had produced in the caravel an impressive ocean-going ship,
the culmination of a long period of evolution and experiment. Just as
the new requirements of Atlantic voyaging helped perfect the caravel,
so too they helped to improve the techniques of navigation. Once ships
were travelling unknown waters out of sight of land, the old practices
of dead-reckoning were no longer adequate, and the Portuguese turned
to celestial observation to measure distances and determine latitude,
making use of instruments long used by land-based astronomers, the
astrolabe and quadrant. These instruments in turn were modified and
refined to meet the needs of Atlantic voyagers. The magnetic compass,
developed for use in the Mediterranean over the later Middle Ages,
made it easier for navigators to take their bearings and plot direétion
on a chart. Here again Mediterranean experience was harnessed to
Atlantic needs, for the Mediterranean region produced the first maritime
charts; and the cartographical skills developed in late medieval Italy and
transferred to the Iberian peninsula would make it possible to map an
expanding world.
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With its rich hinterland and its links to the Andalusian port-complex,
Seville itself became the maritime and commercial, as well as the
agrarian, capital of southern Spain. It served as a magnet to settlers from
the interior of the peninsula — those predecessors of the later emigrants
to the Indies — and to Mediterranean merchants, especially the Genoese.
During the course of the fifteenth century the Genoese settled in
growing numbers in Lisbon and Seville, where they glimpsed new
possibilities for enterprise and capital at a time when their activities in
the Levant were being constricted by the advance of the Turk. In the
west they hoped to develop alternative sources of supply for valuable
commodities — silks, dyestuffs, and above all, sugar — which were
becoming less accessible to them in the east; and they were eager for
access to Sahara gold.

It is no surprise, then, to find Genoese capital and skills playing an
important, and at times decisive, part in Iberian overseas enterprises of
the fifteenth century. The Genoese were well represented in the
expeditions to the African coast for slaves and gold, and they actively
supported the movement to annex and exploit the islands of the eastern
Atlantic — the Canaries, Madeira and the Azores — where they hoped
to establish new sugar-plantations.

But the Genoese were no more than one element, although a
significant one, in the Iberian overseas movement of the later Middle
Ages. Portugal in particular had a strong native mercantile community,
which helped place the House of Avis on the throne in the revolution
of 1383—5. The new dynasty maintained close ties with prominent
merchants and was tresponsive to their concern for the acquisition of
new markets, and of new sources of supply for dyestuffs, gold, sugar
and slaves. But Portugal’s overseas ventures of the fifteenth century
were also guided by other, and sometimes contradictory, interests. The
nobility, hit by devaluations of the coinage which reduced the value of
their fixed rents and incomes, looked overseas for new lands and new
sources of wealth. The princes of the new royal house combined in
varying degrees acquisitive instinct with crusading fervour, a thirst for
geographical information and a desire to perpetuate their names.

Under the vigorous direction of the royal house, these various
motivations combined to produce among the Portuguese an intensive
movement towards overseas expansion at a time when Castile had still
to take anything more than a first faltering step. The Castilian crown
had assumed nominal possession of the Canary islands following the
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first serious attempt at an expedition of conquest in 1402. But in the
face of resistance by the Guanche inhabitants, the conquest lagged; and
for much of the fifteenth century domestic troubles and the unfinished
business of the reconquista prevented Castile from following in any
systematic way the Portuguese example.

By the time of the death of Prince Henry the Navigator in 1460 the
Portuguese had penetrated some 1,500 miles down the West African
coast, and had pushed outwards into the Atlantic, establishing their
presence on Madeira, the Azores and the Cape Verde Islands. Africa
was a potential source of slave labour for the sugar-plantations that
sprang up in these newly annexed Atlantic islands. Medieval Mediter-
ranean society had devised institutional forms and techniques for
trading, enslaving, planting and conquering, and the participation of
the Genoese in fifteenth-century Iberian expansion helped ensure the
reappearance of these same forms and techniques in the advance down
the West African coast and in the island-stepping movement across the
Atlantic.

The most characteristic feature of the Portuguese style of expansion
was the feitoria (factory), the fortified trading-post of the kind established
at Arguin or Sio Jorge de Mina on the African coast. The use of the
feitoria made it possible to dispense with large-scale conquest and
settlement and enabled the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Portuguese
to establish their presence over large stretches of the globe without the
necessity for deep penetration into continental hinterlands. It was a style
of settlement which Columbus, with his Genoese background and his
Portuguese experience, had come to know well, and which would
provide him with an obvious model when he reached the Caribbean
islands.

Overseas expansion, however, could mean more than the establish-
ment of trading-posts, as indeed it did for the Portuguese in the Atlantic
islands and, later, in Brazil. To establish sugar-plantations, as in the
Azores, it was necessary to colonize. Here the cheapest method from
the point of view of the crown was to devolve responsibility for settling
and developing the territory on a private individual, who would be
rewarded with extensive privileges. This system, by which the donatdrio,
or lord proprietor, was also the captain and commander, nicely blended
the capitalist and military-seigneurial elements of medieval Mediter-
ranean society. It was used by the Portuguese crown in the fifteenth
century to develop both Madeira and the Azores, and in 1534 would
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be extended to the New World when Jodo III divided the Brazilian
coastline into twelve hereditary captaincies.

The Castilians, then, could draw upon Portuguese precedents as well
as their own experiences in the reconquista, when at the end of the
fifteenth century they turned their attention to new worlds overseas.
There lay before them a variety of options. They could trade or they
could raid; they could settle or move on. The option they chose would
be determined in part by local conditions — the ease of occupation, the
nature of the resources to be exploited — and in part by the particular
combination of individuals and interests which underwrote and con-
trolled the expeditions of conquest.

Much depended, inevitably, on the character of the leader and on the
kind of backing which he was able to obtain. The conguistador, although
highly individualistic, was never alone. He was one of a group under
a caudillo, a leader, whose capacity for survival would be tested in the
first instance by his skill in mobilizing men and resources, and then by
his success in leading his men to victory. Cortés’ cousin, Alonso de
Monroy, master of the order of Alcintara, who distinguished himself
in the peninsular conflicts of the fifteenth century, was known as
‘supremely fortunate in war’ and as one who ‘compelled fortune to
follow him’.2 This was the reputation to which Cortés himself aspired,
along with every New World caudillo.

The caudillo had at one and the same time to meet the requirements
of his backers, and to satisfy the demands of the no less individualistic
body of men who had placed themselves temporarily under his
command. Tension was therefore built into every conquering expedition
— tension about aims and objectives and about the distribution of the
spoils. The discipline, such as it was, came on the one hand from the
capacity of the leader to impose himself on his men and, on the other,
from the collective sense of commitment to 2 common enterprise.

The long centuries of frontier warfare in Castile helped create that
special blend of individualism and sense of community which could one
day make possible the conquest of America. The personal pronoun
which runs through Herndn Cortés’ Letters from Mexico is counter-
balanced by the confident ‘we’ of the rank and file who speak through
one of their number, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, in his True Account of the
Conguest of New Spain. But the great expansionist movement which

3 Alonso Maldonado, Hecbos del Maestre de Alcintara Don Alonso de Monroy, ed. A. R. Rodriguez
Moiiino (Madrid, 1935), 24.
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carried the Spanish presence across the Atlantic was something more
than the massive effort of private enterprise temporarily assuming
collectivist forms. For alongside the individual and the collective unit
there were two other participants which placed an indelible stamp on
the whole undertaking — the church and the crown.

Even when the frontier war against the Moors was carried on largely
by autonomous warrior bands, it continued to be conducted under the
auspices of church and state. The church provided that moral sanction
which elevated a plundering expedition into a crusade, while the state’s
approval was required to legitimate the acquisition of lordship and land.
The land, and the sub-soil, were among the regalias belonging to the
Castilian crown, and consequently any land acquired through conquest
by a private individual became his not of right, but through royal grace
and favour. It was for the king, as the supreme lord (the sefior natural)
to control the repartimiento, or distribution of lands either won, or to
be won, and to authorize colonies of settlement in conquered territory.
When the spoils of war came to be divided up, a royal fifth (the guinto
real) always had to be set aside. Although the adelantados, or military
governors of the frontier regions, possessed a large degree of autonomy,
they were governors for the king.

In these and many other ways the royal presence made itself felt as
the reconquista proceeded on its southward advance. Inevitably the
effective authority of the crown fluctuated from generation to genera-
tion, but kingship itself was central to the whole organization of
medieval Castilian society and was accorded an exalted position in that
great compilation of Castile’s legal tradition, the thirteenth-century Siete
Partidas of Alfonso X. The vision of a harmonious society enshrined
in the Siete Partidas is one in which the king, as God’s vicar on earth,
exercises a constant and active supervision within the framework of the
law. It was for the monarch, as the natural lord of this society, to provide
good government and justice, in the sense of ensuring that each vassal
received the rights and fulfilled the obligations that were his by virtue
of his station. A contractual relationship between king and vassals is
implicit in this theory: kingship degenerates into tyranny if the king,
or his appointed agents, disregard the common weal. The good king,
as distinct from the tyrant, sees to it that the evil are punished and the
just rewarded. As the dispenser of patronage he recompenses the
services of deserving vassals with offices and honours in consonance
with a carefully calibrated system by which, at least in theory, every

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



158 Europe and America

servicio by a vassal finds its due compensation in a merced, ot favour, from
the king.

It was this patrimonial society, built around the conception of mutual
obligation symbolized by the words servicio and merced, which fell into
disrepair in the later Middle Ages, was reconstituted in Castile during
the joint reign of Ferdinand and Isabella (1474—1504) and was then
carried across the ocean to be implanted in the islands and mainland
of America. Ferdinand and Isabella, the Catholic Kings, were the rulers
of what was essentially a renovated medieval society. But the nature of
their own kingship, although traditional in its theoretical formulations,
possessed in practice elements of novelty which made their power more
formidable than that of any of their medieval forbears.

Above all, they were the first authentic sovereigns of Spain — a Spain
consisting of the union, in their own persons, of the crowns of Castile
and Aragon. Even though the two crowns remained institutionally
distinct, their nominal union represented a striking enhancement of
royal power. As kings of Spain, the Catholic Kings had at their disposal,
at least potentially, financial and military resources far greater than those
which could be mustered by any rebellious faction among their subjects.
They could call on deep reserves of instinctive loyalty among subjects
weary of interminable civil war. They possessed, in the growing class
of letrades (university-trained officials) a reservoir of professionally
qualified servants whose own interests were best served by maintaining
and extending the authority of the crown. Renaissance humanism and
a reviving religion with strong eschatological overtones provided ideas
and symbols which could be exploited to project new images of the
monarchy, as the natural leader in a great collective enterprise — a
divinely appointed mission to overthrow the last remnants of Moorish
domination and to purify the peninsula of any contaminating elements
as a prelude to carrying the gospel to the farthest ends of the earth.

Ferdinand and Isabella possessed the shrewdness and the skill to make
the most of these various weapons in their armoury. As a result, the
last two decades of the fifteenth century in Castile — where the
institutional barriers against the exercise of royal authority were much
less strong than those in the crown of Aragon — saw an impressive
reassertion and extension of the royal power.

The presence of an intrusive state was to be critical to the whole
development of Castile’s overseas enterprise. Royal intervention might
be actively sought by some and bitterly resented by others, but in both
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instances the authority of the crown was to be an automatic point of
reference for all those engaged in the exploration, conquest and
settlement of new lands.

There were already clear indications of this in Castile’s first essay in
Atlantic conquest and colonization — the occupation of the Canary
Islands in the 1480s and 1490s. The Canaries were still only a nominal
possession of the Castilian crown when they became an object of dispute
between Portugal and Castile in the war of succession that broke out
in 1475. Potentially rich in itself, the Canary archipelago was also an
obvious base both for raids on the African coast and for Atlantic
voyages of exploration of the type being undertaken by the Portuguese.
The crown of Castile, engaged in a sharp rivalry with Portugal,
therefore had a clear interest in enforcing its claims, and an expedition
was sent out from Seville in 1478 to occupy the Grand Canary. This
was followed by a new and more successful expedition under the
command of Alfonso Fernindez de Lugo in 1482; but, although the
Portuguese abandoned their claims in the peace treaty of 1479, the
resistance of the islanders prevented an easy occupation, and Palma was
not subjugated until 1492 and Tenerife a year later. Conquest, as in the
Portuguese Azores, was followed by exploitation. The Genoese helped
introduce sugar production, and by 1526 there were twelve sugar-
plantations on Grand Canary island alone.

The occupation of the Canaries, a natural staging-post on the route
to the Indies, illustrated that conjunction of public and private interest
which had characterized the reconquista and was also to characterize
the enterprise of America. The lordship of the islands belonged to the
crown, which therefore had to authorize all expeditions of conquest.
The crown on this occasion also participated in the financing of the
enterprise, but Ferndndez de Lugo, named by the crown as adelantado
of Las Palmas, made his own private contract with a company of
Sevillan merchants. Before an expedition set out, a formal contract, or
capitulacion, was signed between the crown and the commander, along
the lines of similar contracts made in the course of the reconquista. By
these capitulaciones the crown would reserve for itself certain rights in
the territories to be conquered, while guaranteeing specified privileges
and rewards to the commander and those who enlisted in his company.

When that obsessive Genoese visionary, Christopher Columbus,
finally persuaded Ferdinand and Isabella in 1491 to patronize and
support his projected voyage into the Ocean Sea, he therefore found
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himself caught up in a well-established tradition constituting the
relationship between the crown and the leaders of expeditions. To this
relationship he brought his own ideas, based on the Portuguese model
of charters of donation for those who discovered lands west of the
Azores. In the capitulaciones agreed with the Catholic Kings at Santa
Fe, outside Granada, in April 1492 he was authorized, following a
traditional formula, to “discover and acquire islands and mainlands in
the Ocean Sea’ — in fact to ‘conquer’, in the sense of searching out and
occupying desirable land. The ctown was willing on this occasion to
make a relatively small financial contribution and to provide Columbus
with his ships. He was named hereditary viceroy and governor of any
new found lands, ‘viceroy’ being the title conferred by the rulers of
medieval Aragon on a deputy appointed to govern territories which the
king himself was unable to administer in person. Columbus was also,
at his special insistence, created hereditary Admiral of the Ocean Sea.
Among the rewards promised him in the event of success was the right
to appoint judicial (but not administrative) officials in the area of his
jurisdiction, along with 10 per cent of the profits of barter and trade.

On 3 August 1492, when Columbus set sail from the Andalusian port
of Palos, it was obviously anticipated that, if he reached the ‘Indies’,
ne would establish a Portuguese-style entrepot trade for the benefit of
the crown of Castile, based on small garrison settlements. But the news
which he brought back on his return to Spain in March 1493 suggested,
at least to the crown, the desirability of certain modifications to the
original scheme. There was some scepticism as to whether Columbus
had indeed reached the East, as he himself insisted. The revelation of
what appeared to be new islands and new peoples raised important
questions about titles to the land and the treatment of the islanders. Who
was to exercise lordship over them, and who was to undertake the
salvation of their souls?

The Catholic Kings turned to the papacy, following the precedent
set by the Portuguese, who had secured a formal papal donation of rights
of sovereignty ‘from Cape Bojador towards Guinea and beyond’. From
a compliant Spanish pope, Alexander VI, they obtained what they
wanted: similar rights in “all islands and mainlands whatever, found or
to be found’ in the area beyond a national line of demarcation that was
to be formally agreed between the crowns of Portugal and Spain in the
treaty of Tordesillas of 1494. Alexander VI’s bulls of 1493 might have
been regarded as unnecessary in view of the Roman Law principle laid
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down in the Siete Partidas that possession belonged to the first occupiers
of the land. But papal authorization gave an extra degree of security
to Castilian claims against any attempted challenge by the Portuguese,
and raised the enterprise of the Indies to the level of a holy undertaking
by linking Castile’s exclusive rights to an equally exclusive obligation
to win the heathen to the Faith. This missionary enterprise, solemnly
entrusted to the crown of Castile, provided it with a moral justification
for conquest and colonization which at once reinforced and transcended
claims deriving in one form or another from the fact of first discovery.

The crown, having moved to ensure its primacy in the international
arena, also moved to ensure its primacy in Columbus’s enterprise. The
fitting out of the fleet for his return voyage to Hispaniola — a fleet, this
time, of seventeen instead of only three ships — was entrusted to the
formidable Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca, archdeacon of Seville, and a
member of the council of Castile. For the next 23 years, until the death
of Ferdinand the Catholic in 1516, Fonseca was to be in effect the
supreme director and co-ordinator of Castile’s American enterprise,
charged with the almost impossible task of ensuring that, at every stage
of discovery, colonization and conquest, the interests and authority of
the crown were properly upheld. The inclusion on Columbus’s second
voyage of a deputy of the contadores mayores of Castile — the principal
financial ministers of the crown — along with a receptor to collect all royal
dues, and a veedor, or inspector of accounts, laid down the precedent
for supervision and control by royal officials that was to be followed
in future expeditions. Fonseca’s men would follow hard on the heels
of every future explorer and discoverer, and no captain in the Indies
would be able to evade for long the oppressive shadow of the crown.

The 1493 expedition differed also in other important respects from
its predecessor. There had been no priest on the first voyage, but this
time special emphasis was laid on the conversion of the islanders, and
a group of friars, specially selected by Ferdinand and Isabella and led
by a Catalan Benedictine, Bernardo Boil, was given responsibility for
a missionary enterprise to be undertaken at the crown’s expense.
Conversion, moreover, implied permanency of occupation, and the
whole expedition was geared to the establishment in the Antilles of a
long-term Spanish presence. This time, instead of a mere 87 men,
Columbus was accompanied by 1,200, including not only soldiers and
sailors and gentlemen adventurers but also artisans and agricultural
ldoourers. The emphasis at this stage was on settlement, although rescate
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(barter with the Indian) remained central to the enterprise. A model
colony, in fact, was being shipped wholesale from Seville — model except
in one critical respect. It included no women.

Already by 1493, then, new elements were coming into play to modify
or transform the original enterprise of the Indies as envisaged by
Columbus. Trading and exploring remained powerful components of
the enterprise; and the establishment of a permanent settlement in the
Antilles was closely in line with the Portuguese—Genoese style of
overseas activity, as already practised in Madeira and along the West
African coast. But the old Castilian reconquista traditions were also
tending to assert themselves, encouraged in part by the fact that the
newly discovered world of the Antilles appeared heavily settled with
a non-Christian population, and one which possessed objects of gold.
Amidst the variety of options available to it, Castile was moving
towards the one which implied full-scale conquest in the medieval
peninsular tradition — the assertion of sovereignty, the establishment of
the faith, immigration and settlement, and an extensive domination of
land and people. But, as the first Spanish colony in the New World was
launched on its precarious career, it was far from certain whether
conquest and settlement, or conquest and movement, was the form of
conquest that would prevail.

THE PATTERN OF THE ISLANDS

The problem that faced the crown and its agents in Hispaniola
prefigured in miniature the problem that underlay the whole Spanish
enterprise in America: how to impose stability in a world where almost
everything was immediately in flux. Intruding into the new-found
Caribbean paradise with their own aspirations, their values, and — not
least — their diseases, Columbus and his men were soon on the way to
transforming it into a wilderness.

The Spaniards had returned to the Antilles with clear-cut ideas.
Above all, they wanted gold. While Columbus himself continued his
search for India and the empire of the Great Khan, the bulk of his party
established itself in Hispaniola, where it discovered that the first
settlement had been wiped out in his absence. A new one, Isabela, was
therefore founded on what proved to be an insalubrious site on the
northern shore. The settlers, it was assumed, would build a town, plant
their crops, establish their livestock and set up a chain of well-defended
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warehouses, in which the Indians — now subjected to the uplifting
influence of Christianity — would meekly deposit large quantities of
gold.

This dream was soon shattered. The quantity of gold forthcoming
from barter with the Indians proved to be very disappointing, and
Columbus, anxious to justify their investment to his sovereigns, tried
to supplement the deficiency with another desirable commodity, the
Indians themselves. By shipping Caribbean Indians back to Spain for
sale as slaves, Columbus posed in acute form a question that was to
dominate the history of Spain in America for the next so years: the status
to be accorded to the indigenous population.

‘Barbarians’ might, according to the provisions of Roman Law, be
legitimately enslaved, and ‘barbarian’ had come to be interpreted by
medieval Christendom as ‘infidel’. But although the crown appeared
willing to apply this interpretation to the first consignment of Tainos
which reached Andalusia, the influence of the theologians led to second
thoughts. An infidel was a man who had rejected the true faith, but these
new peoples had apparently, if inexplicably, lived in total ignorance of
it. They should therefore be classed as pagans and not as infidels, unless,
after the gospel was preached to them, they still rejected it. Isabella,
counselled by her confessor, Jiménez de Cisneros, suspended the trade.
These people were her subjects; and in 1500 the crown declared the
Indians ‘free and not subject to servitude’. This ruling, apparently
decisive, was in fact far from comprehensive. It was still permissible
to enslave Indians taken in a ‘just war’ — a term that proved eminently
adaptable as employed in the Caribbean, and, later, on the mainland,
embracing as it did anything from ‘rebellious’ Indians to cannibalistic
Caribs. The immediate consequence of the crown’s decision was to
encourage slave-raiding expeditions against islands of the Antilles still
uninhabited by Spaniards, in order to supply the market with ‘legitimate’
slaves. As the abuses multiplied, so did the revulsion against them, but
it was not until the New Laws of 1542, which operated retrospectively
as well as for the future, that the enslavement of Indians was definitively,
if not universally, abolished.

The rejection, at least in principle, of Indian slavery removed one of
the options open to the settlers of Hispaniola, and in consequence
exacerbated the problems of survival that were already becoming acute.
Disease among the colonists had forced them to move to the southern
side of the island, where their new settlement, Santo Domingo, founded
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by Bartolomé Colén in 1498, was to become the nerve-centre of the
Spanish Indies for a generation or more. But the survival of Santo
Domingo as a viable settlement depended on the establishment of some
equilibrium between colonists who, like all colonists, arrived with
exaggerated expectations, and resources which were not only limited
but rapidly diminishing.

The Columbus family, enjoying jurisdiction over the islands, proved
unequal to the task. As Genoese upstarts they began at a natural
disadvantage, and by temperament neither the admiral nor his brothers
were equipped to deal with the endemic indiscipline of a bunch of
Spaniards whose only thought was for easy wealth. The Columbus era
in the West Indies ended definitively with the final return of Diego
Colén to Spain in 1524, but already from the mid-1490s the crown was
carefully curbing and clipping the family’s jurisdiction. The real
founder of Hispaniola and, through it, of the Spanish Indies, was Fray
Nicolds de Ovando, appointed governor in 1501. An Extremaduran
whose political skill and administrative abilities had been displayed in
the reform of the military order of Alcintara, he was appointed to bring
stability to an island where the settler community was torn by faction
and threatened with extinction by shortage of food and of labour.

In the eight years of his government Ovando succeeded in laying the
foundations for economic survival and effective centralized control. He
began by refounding the city of Santo Domingo itself, destroyed by a
cyclone shortly after his arrival in the spring of 1502. Rebuilt on a
slightly different site, Santo Domingo became the first real city of the
Spanish New World — the one that would first greet the eyes of a2 whole
generation of new arrivals in the Indies, and which would provide the
prototype for the towns that would arise in mainland America. In his
Summary of the Natural History of the Indies (1526), that proud chronicler
of Hispaniola, Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo, would describe it as
superior even to Barcelona and all the other Old World cities that he
had seen: ‘for as it was founded in our times...it was laid out with rule
and compass, and all the streets planned on regular lines’.4 The grid-iron
plan, following models already established in Europe — not least the
encampment of the Catholic Kings at Santa Fe in Granada — had safely
made the transatlantic crossing.

Many of the practices and institutions that were later to be transported
to the mainland of America were the direct product of the Ovando

4 Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo, Sumario de la natural bistoria de las Indias, ed. José Miranda
(Mexico, 1950), 88—9.
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regime in Hispaniola, which in turn drew on the experiences of the
reconquista in Spain and of the conquest of the Canaries. The Spaniards,
if they were to be induced to remain, must be given a stake in the island’s
resources, both natural and human. Hopes of a gold-barter economy
had foundered on the shortage of gold, although more might be
obtained from the rivers and from mines. This in turn required labour,
and Columbus had already introduced a system of forced Indian labour
which would help produce tribute for the king and profit for the
colonists. Attempts to replace this by voluntary wage-labour proved
abortive, as was bound to happen in a society to which the European
concept of ‘work’ was totally alien. The crown, on Ovando’s recom-
mendation, therefore approved in 1503 a forced labour system, by which
the governor would be free to allocate Indian labour in the mines or
the fields, wages being paid by those who received the allocation.

In giving Ovando the power to allocate native labour at his own
discretion, the crown had given him the means to shape the island’s life
to its own requirements. The repartimiento, or distribution of the
Indians, was an act of favour by the crown and, therefore, carried with
it certain obligations to be fulfilled by the concessionaries. The Indians
had to be cared for and instructed in the faith, which meant that they
were in effect temporarily ‘deposited’ or entrusted to individual
Spaniards. It was a system which recalled the assignment, or encomienda,
of Moorish villages to members of the military orders in medieval Spain,
and the word encomienda would in due course reappear in this new,
American environment, although it would now carry a very different
meaning.® The New World encomienda included no allocation of land
or of rents. It was simply a state assignment of compulsory labour, tied
to specific responsibilities towards his Indian charges by the depositary
or encomendero.

Such responsibilities could not, in theory, be lightly assigned. They
must go to those most fitted to exercise them, to the meritorious and
the established — and the established man in the Hispanic world was
the man of property with an urban residence. His control of the labour
supply therefore enabled Ovando to encourage the settlement of the
Spaniards in small urban communities, each with its cabildo, or town
council, on the Spanish model. Indian labour was to be allocated only
to vecinos, full citizens.

To facilitate the process of allocation, the Indians were also resettled,

¢ For further discussion of the encomienda system, see Elliott, CHL A, 1, ch. 9 and MacLeod, ch.
10; also Gibson, CHL. A, n, ch. 11.
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and their caciques, or chiefs, made responsible for the supplying of labour
to the Spaniards. While some of the labour force consisted of encomienda
Indians, other Indians, known as naborias, took up service in Spanish
households as personal servants. These naborias straddled the dividing
line of the harmonious society as planned by Ovando — a society in
which Indian and Spanish communities co-existed under the close
supervision of the royal governor, with the Indians being introduced
to the benefits of Christian civilization and providing in return the
labour which was all they had to offer. At the same time Ovando
encouraged establishment of cattle-raising and sugar-cultivation,
hoping to free Hispaniola society from excessive dependence on that
elusive commodity, gold, and to tie the settlers to the land.

Under Ovando, therefore, Hispaniola made the transition from
entrepot to colony, but his scheme contained within it the seeds of its
own destruction. The formal establishment of forced labour for the
Indian population only precipitated a process that was already becoming
catastrophic — its total extinction. Within twenty years of the landing
of Columbus the population of this once densely-populated island had
been all but wiped out by war, disease, maltreatment and the trauma
produced by the efforts of the intruders to force it into ways of life and
behaviour totally unrelated to its previous experience.

In a desperate attempt to maintain the labour supply, the settlers took
to massive raiding of the Bahamas and the deportation of its Lucayo
population to Hispaniola. But as more batches of immigrants arrived
from Spain in search of a quick fortune, the importation of forced labour
from the neighbouring islands could serve as no more than a palliative.
The stability sought by Ovando was proving impossibly elusive, and
the attempt to impose it by autocratic means provoked fierce resentments
against the governor. Setting a pattern that was to be followed time
after time in the government of the Indies, local dissidents were able
to mobilize influential supporters at court. Ovando was relieved of his
office in 1509, the victim of Fonseca and his officials in Hispaniola.
Diego Colén, who succeeded him as governor, fared no better. The
pretensions of the Columbus family made him a suspect figure to the
crown; and in 1511 it moved to curb his powers by establishing a
permanent legal tribunal, the andiencia of Santo Domingo. The audiencia,
modelled on the chancelleries of Valladolid and Granada, was itself to
serve as a model for further such tribunals as the Spanish crown
extended its control over the mainland of America. The agents of royal
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government were in future to be held in constant check by the agents
of royal justice.

The continuing decline of Hispaniola’s indigenous and imported
non-white population elicited two distinctive responses, each with
major consequences for the future of Spanish America. It provoked,
in the first place, a powerful movement of moral indignation, both in
the island itself and in metropolitan Spain. The movement was led by
Dominicans horrified by the conditions they found on the island on their
arrival in 1510. Its first major exponent was Antonio de Montesinos
who, in a sermon preached in Santo Domingo on the Sunday before
Christmas 1511, denounced the maltreatment of the Indians and refused
communion to the encomenderos he held most responsible. Its greatest
convert was Bartolomé de las Casas, who in 1514 renounced his
encomienda and his commercial interests on the island and devoted the
remaining 52 years of a turbulent life to a passionate defence of the
Indian subjects of the Spanish crown.

The repercussions of this movement were soon felt at the court of
Ferdinand the Catholic, where cynicism about the exploitation of the
wealth of the Indies was tempered by an awareness of the obligations
imposed upon the crown by a succession of papal bulls culminating in
that of 28 July 1508, which gave it a universal patronato, or right of
presentation to New World benefices, in return for the onerous duties
involved in the evangelization of the indigenous population. A new
code of legislation was clearly required to protect the Indians from the
abuses described in such horrifying detail by Montesinos and his
colleagues. The Laws of Burgos of 1512 were an attempt, however
ingenuous, to provide this protection, carefully regulating the function-
ing of the encomienda, an institution not held to be incompatible — in
view of the weaknesses and deficiencies of the majority of the Indians
— with the principle of Indian liberty which the Laws also proclaimed.

The Laws of Burgos fell dead from the pens of the legislators: there
was no authority on the island willing or able to ensure their
enforcement. But in 1516, on the death of Ferdinand, the regent
Cardinal Cisneros, under the influence of Las Casas, made a fresh
attempt to tackle the problem by sending a commission of three
Jeronymites to govern the island. The two years’ rule of the Jerony-
mites vividly illustrated the difficulties inherent in pursuing good
intentions in the face of unpalatable facts. It was difficult to eradicate
abuses and the decline of the native population could not be halted.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



168 Europe and America

Reluctantly conceding that the island economy was unable to survive
without forced labour, the Jeronymites concluded that the only solution
was to import it from outside, in the form of negro slaves. The
institution of black slavery was well known to late medieval Mediter-
ranean society. Portuguese traders had been importing blacks into
Portugal from the Barbary coast since the mid-thirteenth century, and
the number of black slaves in the Iberian peninsula increased sharply
in the fifteenth century as Portuguese penetration down the Guinea
coast created new sources of supply. Enjoying an effective monopoly
of the trade, Portuguese dealers were extensively supplying the Spanish
market from the 1460s. While Lisbon was the city with the largest black
population in the peninsula, there were soon substantial numbers of
slaves — some of them moors rather than negroes — in many of the major
Spanish towns, where they were used in particular for domestic service.
Seville, with a total population of around 100,000 in the 1560s, had at
that time a slave population of 6,000, the majority of them black.

It is not therefore surprising that black slave labour should have
seemed to the Spaniards to offer a natural answer to the problems of
Hispaniola. The first shipment of /adino (Spanish-speaking) blacks
reached the island in 1505 and further consignments followed, until
Cisneros banned all shipment on the grounds that the presence of
growing numbers of /adinos was a cause of serious unrest. But in 1518,
after his death and with the blessing of the Jeronymites, shipments
began again under the aegis of the crown, with Charles V granting a
licence to a member of his Burgundian household to despatch 4,000
slaves to the Indies over the course of eight years. He promptly sold
his licence to the Genoese. A new and lucrative transatlantic trade was
in the making, as the Old World of Africa was brought in to redress
the demographic balance of the New.

The demographic catastrophe that had overtaken the indigenous
inhabitants of Hispaniola had another and more immediately potent
effect. The island’s excess population of Spanish settlers, driven to
import labour to ensure its own survival, was also driven for similar
reasons to export itself. The urge to wander was in any event instinctive
to most of these men, so that necessity and inclination travelled hand
in hand. The third and fourth voyages of Columbus in 1498 and 1502—4
had revealed much of the contours of the Caribbean and traced the
coastline of Central America and part of Tierra Firme (Venezuela). The
admiral’s discoveries, like the rich pearl fisheries off the coast of
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Venezuela, encouraged others to follow in his tracks. In 1499 Alonso
de Hojeda charted the Venezuelan coast as far as the gulf of Maracaibo;
in 1504 Juan de la Cosa explored the coast of Darien; and as the radius
of explored space around Santo Domingo widened, so the pressures to
conquer and migrate increased.

From 1508 the restless colonists of Santo Domingo were reaching
out greedily towards the nearby islands. The settlement of Puerto Rico
was begun in 1508 and that of Jamaica in 1509. Two years later Diego
Veldzquez, as the deputy of Diego Colén, embarked on the conquest
of what was to be a major prize, the island of Fernandina, or Cuba. This
would become a base for voyages of exploration and conquest to
mainland America, and its port of Havana, relocated to a sheltered site
on the northern coast in 1519, would replace Santo Domingo as the
gateway to the Indies.

Disregarding the claims of the Columbus family, the crown was now
issuing licences for the discovery and conquest of the rapidly-emerging
landmass which appeared to be blocking the route to the East. Juan
Ponce de Ledn, the conqueror of Puerto Rico, discovered Florida in
1513, but did not take advantage of the authorization to settle it. More
glittering prizes seemed to beckon elsewhere. Along the shores of the
Gulf of Darien, barter settlements had been springing up for the rescate
of gold from the local Indians. In 1513 Vasco Nufiez de Balboa, cutting
his way across the isthmus, sighted the Pacific Ocean from Darien.
Three months before the sighting, orders had already been given in
Spain for the despatch of an expedition from the peninsula under the
command of Pedrarias Divila, for the conquest of these mainland
regions, now christened Castilla del Oro, the golden land. In the brutal
search for gold Pedrarias plundered and terrorized; and in the inevitable
clash with Balboa he emerged the victor. Under the direction of
Pedrarias, expeditions of discovery fanned out through Central America,
most of them making for the Pacific coast, where Pedrarias founded
the city of Panama in 1519. In that same year Cortés landed in Mexico,
and Magellan sailed on the voyage of circumnavigation that would give
Spain, too late, its western sea-route to the East.

With each new forward movement by the Spanish intruders, the
radius of devastation was enlarged. As one area after another of Spanish
penetration lost its aboriginal population before the steady onward
march of disruption, demoralization and disease, so the invaders made
frantic efforts to replenish the dwindling native labour force by
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mounting slave-raiding expeditions to the surrounding region. Raids
on the Bahamas and the lesser Caribbean islands to restock the
aboriginal population of Hispaniola were followed by raids on Florida
and the Gulf of Honduras to restock that of Cuba. Well before Cortés
set sail from Cuba, slave-raiders had also been active on the coast of
Yucatin. But it was in the period following the occupation of the
isthmus of Panama and the discovery and conquest of Peru that
slave-raiding became a regular and highly-organized way of life. The
disappearance of the Indian inhabitants of the Panama isthmus meant
that the Spaniards were left without a labour force to grow the crops,
pan the gold and carry the heavy freight that had to be transported
across the isthmus for shipment to Peru. To meet their needs, the
colonists turned not only to the traditional slave-producing areas of the
Caribbean, but also to the densely settled population of lacustrine
Nicaragua, where slave-raiding reached a new level of intensity. But
everywhere the hope of re-creating a lost Indian population proved
illusory. The imported slaves succumbed as rapidly as the local
population they had been brought in to replace, and the denuding of
one region was not accompanied, as the Spaniards had hoped, by the
restocking of another.

The lucrative business of the slave trade did, however, add sub-
stantially to geographical knowledge, as raiders explored the coast of
Tierra Firme, Panama, Honduras and Florida, and mapped the Bahamas
and the Lesser Antilles. It also promoted local trade within the
Caribbean and encouraged the first attempts at local ship construction
to meet the needs of men who were both raiders and traders. The ‘island
period’ of discovery, conquest and colonization, covering the years 1492
to 1519, culminated, therefore, in a period of intense and accelerating
activity, stimulated at once by the initial failure of Santo Domingo to
maintain its restless immigrants and by the rapidly expanding prospects
for plunder, trade and profit as the landmass of the mainland began to
be revealed.

At such a time, and with a frontier in such constant movement, the
hopes of persuading natural frontiersmen to strike roots were boufd
to be defrauded. It was true that Hispaniola, with its growing black
labour force, eventually struggled through its difficulties to achieve a
modest economic viability, based on the export of sugar and hides. Yet
Santo Domingo 'could never have hoped to retain the pre-eminent
position accorded it by Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo as the capital of
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Spain’s empire of the Indies. Once the mainland was conquered and
settled, it was doomed to find itself on the margin of events. But the
whole experience of Hispaniola, its peoples destroyed and its resources
squandered in the pursuit of instant gain, stood as a grim warning of
the effects of a conquistador mentality unrestrained by moral scruple or
institutional control. The same process was again being repeated in
Pedrarias Ddvila’s isthmus of Panama. Unless settlement could be more
successfully linked to conquest than in the first years of the Spanish
Caribbean, then the expeditions now heading for the American mainland
would be conquering only to strip bare.

THE ORGANIZATION AND ADVANCE OF CONQUEST

The mainland of Spanish America may be said to have been ‘conquered’
between 1519 and 1540, in the sense that those 21 years saw the
establishment of a Spanish presence throughout large areas of the
continent, and an assertion of Spanish sovereignty, more effective in
some regions than in others, over those of its peoples who did not fall
within the area of jurisdiction allotted to Portugal by the treaty of
Tordesillas — an area found to include the recently discovered Brazil.
The Iberian peninsula, excluding Portugal, has a surface area of just
under 500,000 square kilometres. The surface area of the Americas that
fell to Spain in those two decades was two million square kilometres.
The crown had some six million subjects in Castile and another million
in Aragon; it now acquired — if only fleetingly, before death and
destruction took their terrible toll — perhaps so million new subjects
in the Americas.

Two great arcs of conquest moving outwards from the Antilles
accomplished the subjugation of mainland America. One, organized
from Cuba between 1516 and 1518, swept through Mexico between 1519
and 1522, destroying the Aztec confederation, and then radiated north
and south from the central Mexican plateau. By 1524 the southward
movement had extended through present-day Guatemala and El
Salvador, but it was another twenty years before the major Mayan
centres in Yucatin were brought under some sort of Spanish rule. The
northwards advance from central Mexico proved to be an even slower
process. Between 1529 and 1536 Nufio de Guzmidn, ravaging the
Mezxican north and the west, carved out the vast kingdom of New
Galicia. Exploration continued, with Hernando de Soto setting out in
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1539 to explore the North American south-east and Francisco Vizquez
Coronado searching in vain for the seven cities of Cibola in the prairies
west of the Mississippi between 1540 and 1542. But the failure of these
two expeditions marked the extreme limits of the Spanish advance. The
borderlands to the north of New Galicia were left to the slow forward
movement of missionary, ranching and mining enterprise; and it was
not until 1562—75 that another great region of the Mexican north-west,
Nueva Vizcaya, was brought under Spanish rule by Francisco de Ibarra.

The other arc of conquest, starting in Panama, moved briefly
upwards in 1523—4 to Nicaragua, and then, after a short pause, took
the Pacific route southwards for the conquest of the Inca empire in
153 1—3. From Peru the conguistadores moved northwards to Quito (1534)
and Bogoti (1536), where they met other groups coming down from
the coast of Venezuela and Colombia. While an expedition led by
Gonzalo Pizarro set out from Quito in 1541 to explore the Amazon
basin, other conguistadores moved south into Chile, where Santiago was
founded by Pedro de Valdivia in 1542. The Chilean conquest petered
out in a war of attrition with the Araucanian Indians. On the other side
of the continent an expedition from Europe, under Pedro de Mendoza,
tried but failed to occupy the Rio de la Plata region in 15356, and ended
by leaving a remote outpost of settlement in Paraguay. Buenos Aires,
first founded in 1536 and destroyed in 1541, was refounded in 1580,
this time not from Europe but from Asuncién.

Even if the marginal areas, whether in northern Mexico or in
southern South America, proved refractory, it remains true that the
regions with the largest and most settled indigenous populations were
brought under Spanish rule within a single generation. How is the
extraordinary swiftness of this process of ‘conquest’ to be explained?

It is in the nature of conquest itself that the voices of the victors resound
more loudly than those of the vanquished.® This is especially true of
the Americas, where a world conquered was so soon to be a world
destroyed. It was, in any event, a world of infinite variety, ranging as
it did from the densely-settled populations of Mesoamerica and the
Andes, through the partially sedentary peoples on the periphery of these
regions, to bands of hunters and food-gatherers like those who roamed
northern Mexico and the Argentine plains. Among some of these

¢ For a fuller treatment of the Indian and the Spanish conquest, see Hidalgo, CHLA, 1, ch. 4
and Wachtel, CHL. A, 1, ch. 6.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Spanish Conguest and settlement 173

peoples, oral traditions and folklore kept alive the story of conquest.
Among others, the collective memory was extinguished along with the
people themselves. And among a few — most notably the Aztecs and
the Mayas, who had evolved systems of writing — the episodes of
conquest, kept fresh in song and poetry, were either retailed to friars
who wrote them down, or else were recorded in writing by those who,
if they had not experienced the conquest itself, had learnt of it from
members of their parents’ generation.

Given the variety of the peoples, the relative paucity of the sources
and the nature of the circumstances in which they were produced, it
would be too much to say that the surviving records give us the ‘Indian’
view of the conquest. But they do provide a series of poignant
recollections, filtered through the lens of defeat, of the impact made on
certain regions by the sudden eruption of alien intruders whose
appearance and behaviour were so remote from normal expectation.
The Relacidn de Michoacdn, for instance, compiled by a Spanish Franciscan
around 1540 on the basis of material gathered earlier from native
Tarascan informants, records as follows the Tarascans’ impressions of
the Spaniards:

When the Indians first saw the Spaniards, they marveled at such strange people
who did not eat the same kind of food or get drunk as the Indians did. They
called the Spanish Tucupacha, which means gods, and Teparacha, which
means big men and is also used to mean gods, and Acacecha, meaning people
who wear caps and hats. As time passed they began to call them Christians
and to believe that they had come from heaven. They were sure that the
Spaniards’ clothes were the skins of men such as the Indians themselves used
on feast occasions. Some called the horses deer, others fuycen, which were
something like horses which the Indians made from pigweed bread for use in
the feast of Cuingo and to which they fastened manes of false hair. The Indians
who first saw the horses told the Cazonci that the horses talked, that when
the Spaniards were on hotseback they told the horses where they were to go
as they pulled on the reins.’

The shock of sutprise created by the appearance of the Spaniards and
their horses gave the invaders an important initial advantage. But the
doom-laden records of the vanquished, produced under the over-
whelming impact of defeat, do not of themselves provide an adequate
basis for understanding the Spanish success. By their nature, these
narratives move inexorably towards catastrophe, which from the first

? Tbhe Chronicles of Michoacdn, trans. and ed. Eugene R. Craine and Reginald C. Reindorp (Norman,
Oklahoma, 1970), 87.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



174 Europe and America

is foreshadowed by mysterious portents, like the unexplained burning
of temples or the appearance of a strange bird with a mirror in its head.
The sense of inevitability adds immeasurably to the poignancy of the
tale told by the vanquished, but it remains a tale more likely to reflect
the post-conquest perception of an event too vast to be fully
comprehended and absorbed, than to provide a reliable assessment of
the chances of the Spaniards at the moment of their arrival.

The overwhelming numerical superiority of the indigenous popula-
tions would seem at first sight to have offered little chance to small bands
of Spaniards linked by only the most precarious of supply lines to their
distant bases. But in the early stages of the conquest the complex
diversity of those populations worked to the Spanish advantage, even
if at a later stage it would pose serious difficulties. Nomadic or
semi-sedentary tribes in thinly-populated regions found it difficult to
prevent the passage of resolute and heavily-armed Europeans, although
the poisoned arrow used in some parts of the Americas took its toll of
the invaders. The more immediate problem for the Spaniards was how
to conquer and then to hold the areas of greatest interest to them — the
areas with large sedentary populations in Mesoamerica and the Andes,
where prospects of mineral wealth and a disciplined labour force made
conquest worth the effort.

But the very size and character of these Mesoamerican and Andean
populations eventually proved to be more of an asset than a liability
to the Spaniards. In both the Aztec and the Inca ‘empires’, a multiplicity
of competing tribes had been brought under a form of central control
which was more or less resented. This allowed the Spaniards to play
off one tribal grouping against another and to turn subjugated peoples
against their hated masters. It also meant that, once the central power
had been overthrown, the Spaniards in turn found themselves the
masters of populations already accustomed to some degree of sub-
servience. The peoples on the periphery of these ‘empires’, however,
and those scattered through the thinly-settled dry lands of the Mexican
north or the forest regions of southern South America, proved
incomparably more difficult to dominate, especially when they had got
the measure of the Spanish style of warfare and mastered the use of gun
and horse. Widely dispersed, semi-nomadic, and unused to externally-
imposed discipline, they revealed an exasperating capacity to elude or
resist whenever the Spaniards attempted to introduce some form of
domination. One solution was to leave them to their own devices, and
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indeed this is what often occurred. But it was not always possible to
ignore them, for some tribes, like those of northern Mexico, were found
to be inhabiting lands rich in mineral deposits, and others threatened
the tenuous supply routes to Spanish outposts of settlement, or created
a permanent sense of insecurity on the borders of regions that were
lightly occupied.

The characteristics of the host societies in the regions most coveted
by the Spaniards provide one major explanation for the success of the
conquest and the subsequent occupation. But although the settled
nature of the population in these regions, and the degree of central
control to which it was already subjected, proved to be assets which
the Spaniards were able to turn to account, the fact remains that at many
points the invaders were met with heavy military resistance by forces
which vastly outnumbered their own.

The horse gave the Spaniards a major advantage, in terms both of
initial surprise and of mobility; but Cortés had only sixteen horses with
him on his march into the Mexican interior. The invaders also profited
immeasurably from belonging to a society with a decisive technological
superiority over the societies of the Indies. When a world of iron and
gunpowder comes into violent collision with a world of stone, it would
seem that the defeat of the latter is foreordained. But the impact of this
technical superiority was not quite as clear-cut and unqualified as might
appear at first sight. This was partly because the invaders were poorly
equipped by the standards of sixteenth-century Europe. Most of Cortés’
men were armed with nothing more sophisticated than swords, pikes
and knives; and the firearms at his disposal consisted of a mere thirteen
muskets, along with ten bronze cannon and four light cannon. Only
with the greatest difficulty were these cannon dragged through forests
and up mountains; powder was dampened in river-crossings and by
torrential rains; and even when it was dry, the rate of fire of muskets
could not compare with that of native bows.

Both in Mesoamerica and in the Andes the Spaniards encountered
societies accustomed to large-scale warfare, although it was a style of
warfare with a different rhythm and ritual to that of the Europeans.
Weapons of stone and wood were no match for Spanish steel, and that
otherwise lethal weapon, the obsidian-tipped club of the Mexica, known
as the macuabuit/, would shatter against the helmet and armour of a
Spaniard. In a pitched battle on open ground, therefore, the forces of
the Aztecs and the Incas, in spite of their vast numerical superiority,
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had little hope of overwhelming a combined Spanish force of cavalry
and infantry of as few as so men, unless they could succeed in reducing
them to exhaustion. The best hope was to catch small parties of
Spaniards off their guard, or attack them in places where they had no
room for redeployment and manoeuvre.

The Indians had the great advantage of operating in a familiar
environment, to which the Spaniards had still to become acclimatized.
Superior technology served for little when, as so often happened, the
Spaniards were combating the effects of heat and altitude, and the
sickness produced by unfamiliar food and drink. Moreover, heavy
armour proved a liability in these climes, and the Spaniards, in turning
to the quilted cotton armour of the Mexica as a substitute, paid
unwitting tribute to the way in which environmental circumstance
could cancel out technological advantage. Yet the fact remains that the
invaders had at their disposal a vastly superior store of technical
expertise on which to draw in emergencies. This was particularly
apparent in their use of the ship. The ability of the conquerors of Mexico
and Peru to reinforce themselves by sea, and Cortés’ domination of
Lake Texcoco by deployment of specially constructed brigantines,
suggest something of the reserves of strength which lay to hand as
Europe embarked on the conquest of America.

Both the character of the socicties which faced them and their own
technological superiority created glittering opportunities for European
invaders. But those opportunities still had to be seized, and it is here
that the capacity for organization and improvization of sixteenth-century
Europeans was put to the test. The fact that they failed lamentably
against some of their opponents, like the Araucanian Indians of Chile,
indicates that success of itself was not automatic. Different regtons posed
different problems and demanded different responses, and every
expedition or attempt at colonization possessed its own peculiarities.
But while, especially in the early years, there was no uniform
procedure of conquest and colonization, certain patterns tended to
establish themselves, simply because military expeditions required
organization and supplies, and trading expeditions soon found that they
could not dispense with military support. In central Venezuela, which
Charles V’s bankers, the Welsers, attempted to colonize between 1528
and 1541, there was, as might have been expected, a strongly commercial
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element in the approach to colonization. In spite of this, however,
trading expeditions quickly degenerated into slave-raids closely resem-
bling those in the Antilles and Panama.

Yet just as commercial interests found it necessary to resort to
military methods, so the bandas, the organized warrior bands, could not
for long dispense with the services of the merchants. The nearest they
came to doing so was in the isthmus region in the years after 1509, when
the absence of capital — and of a need for capital so long as short
overland expeditions were the norm — made possible the formation of
warrior bands, or compasias, of a strongly egalitarian character. These
warrior companies, based on a prior agreement for equal distribution
of the plunder, were well suited to the kind of raiding warfare pursued
in the Caribbean, the isthmus of Panama and frontier zones like
Venezuela. Indeed they were very much the product of frontier
conditions, and it is not surprising that they should have reappeared
in a very similar form in Portuguese Brazil in the bandeiras which
flourished in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Small,
cohesive bodies of men, they possessed, thanks to their horses, the
supreme advantage of mobility. Their expenses, apart from the cost of
horses, were slight. Firearms, which were costly, and which anyhow
rapidly corroded in the humid jungle, were hardly needed against the
kind of opposition they wete likely to meet. Armed with steel swords,
and accompanied by powerful mastiffs, they hunted down the terrified
Indians, killing, enslaving and seizing all the gold they could find.

As soon as there was a question, however, of more distant expeditions,
especially ones which required ships, more sophisticated forms of
organization became necessary. The leaders of potential expeditions
then had to resort to merchants or officials with large funds at their
disposal, like the Jicenciado Gaspar de Espinosa, the alcalde mayor of
Castilla del Oro under Pedrarias Ddvila, who was a dominant figure in
the financing of expeditions from Panama in the early years of the
conquest of the mainland.

In the circumstances it was natural that partnerships should be formed
— partnerships between the captains themselves and between the
captains and investors. In Panama, for instance, Francisco Pizarro and
Diego de Almagro formed a profitable partnership in association with
Hernando de Luque, whose clerical status did not inhibit his
entrepreneurial ventures. Partners would tend to divide their functions,
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as in the Pizarro—Almagro relationship, where Pizarro provided the
military leadership while Almagro recruited followers and arranged for
the shipment of men and supplies to fixed points along the route.

Investors demanded as security for their investment the share of the
spoils accruing to men who had obtained horses or equipment on credit.
Many of the rank and file, therefore, unless they struck exceptionally
rich booty, were liable to find themselves permanent debtors either to
absentee entrepreneurs or to their own captains. The conquest of
America was in fact made possible by a network of credit, which ran
by way of local agents and entrepreneurs back to royal officials and rich
encomenderos in the Antilles, and still further back across the Atlantic
to Seville and the great banking houses of Genoa and Augsburg. But
the men who formed the warrior bands were not entirely defenceless.
Many of them, pooling such resources as they had, formed their own
partnerships within the band, clubbing together to buy a horse and
holding together for many years on the basis of mutual trust and an
agreed division of the booty.

These private partnerships among the rank and file provided one
element of cohesion in the naturally fluid groupings which made up the
warrior bands. Regional affiliations, too, helped to provide cohesion,
although they could also, on occasions, be a source of sharp divisiveness,
as when a new expeditionary force under Pinfilo de Narviez landed on
the Mexican coast in May 1520 to challenge Cortés for supremacy.
Bernal Diaz observed tartly of the new arrivals: ‘as our emperor has
many kingdoms and lordships there is a great diversity of people among
them, some very brave, and some braver still. We come from Old Castile
and are called Castilians, and that captain...and his men come from
another province, called Vizcaya. They are called vigcainos, and they
speak like Otomi Indians’.®

While the regional rivalries in the peninsula were inevitably reflected
among the conguistadores, it was also true that the predominance of one
region in a warrior band could provide a central core of loyalties,
linking man to man and the men to their leader. The Extremaduran
connection was to be a source of enormous strength both to Cortés and
Pizarro. Coming often from a single town or a cluster of towns, the
friends, relatives and followers of these two captains formed a unit
within the unit, a tightly-knit group based on a shared background,

8 Bernal Diaz del Castillo, Historia Verdadera de la Conguista de la Nueva Espafia, ed. Joaquin
Ramirez Cabafias (Mexico, 1944), 11, 27.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Spanish Conquest and settlement 179

shared attitudes and a set of close family and personal relationships. To
his fellow-Extremadurans, the taciturn and close-fisted Francisco Pizarro
was, if not a sympathetic, at least a comprehensible being.

The leaders needed this kind of support if they were to carry their
expeditions through to success. From the standpoint of the captains,
the conquest of America was something a good deal more complex than
the triumph over a demoralized indigenous population of small but
determined bands of soldiers, enjoying a decisive technical superiority
over their adversaries and impelled by a common dedication to gold,
glory and the gospel. Any leader of an expedition knew that the Indians
were not his only, nor necessarily his most formidable, opponents. He
had enemies, too, in his rear, from the royal officials who were
determined to prevent the establishment of independent fiefs or
kingdoms in these still unconquered regions to local rivals with an
interest in foiling his success. When Herndn Cortés sailed from Cuba
in 1519 he did so in defiance of the governor of Cuba, Diego Veldzquez,
who resorted to every conceivable device to bring about his downfall.
Above all, he had enemies in his own camp, from the captains who
wanted to step into his shoes to the disgruntled foot-soldiers who
planned treachery because their true loyalties lay elsewhere or because
they were dissatisfied with the distribution of the spoils.

Leadership, therefore, demanded political as well as military skills of
a high order if an expedition were to avoid disintegration from within
as well as defeat from without. But the presence of hostile Indians,
generally in overwhelming numbers, did force a kind of comradeship
even on the uncomradely. In the face of danger and misfortune it was
preferable to fight side by side than to die singly; and the prospect of
a horrifying death at the hands of heathen enemies proved sufficient to
impel a closing of the ranks among men who, for all their personal feuds
and grievances, were at least at one in being both Christians and
Spaniards. A skilled leader like Cortés knew how to play on the
remembrance of shared perils and shared successes to maintain the
cohesion and morale of his followers. ‘Saint James and Spain’ was a
battle-cry which could sink all differences in a common cause.

It was a battle-cry at once of defiance and of triumph — the cry of
men firmly convinced that they would be the victors. This confidence
in ‘their own superiority over enemies who vastly outnumbered them
was based, in part at least, on an actual superiority of techniques,
organization and equipment. But behind any material factors there lay
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a set of attitudes and responses which gave the Spaniards an edge in
many of the situations in which they found themselves: an instinctive
belief in the natural superiority of Christians over mere ‘barbarians’;
a sense of the providential nature of their enterprise, which made every
success against apparently overwhelming odds a further proof of God’s
favour; and a feeling that the ultimate reward made up for every
sacrifice along the route. The prospect of gold made every hardship
tolerable. ‘I and my companions’, said Cortés, ‘suffer from a disease
of the heart which can be cured only with gold.”® They sensed, too, that
they were engaged ina historical adventure and that victory would mean
the inscribing of their names on a roll-call of the immortals, alongside
the heroes of classical antiquity.

The confidence that came from this sense of moral superiority and
divine favour was most valuable where it was most needed: in the
struggle against their apparently most formidable adversaries, the
‘empires’ of the Aztecs and the Incas. In the conquest by Cortés of
central Mexico between 1519 and 1521, and of Peru by Pizarro between
1531 and 1533, the Spaniards displayed an almost uncanny ability to
exploit the weaknesses of their opponents —an ability that itself testified
to their own underlying strength.

When Cortés sailed from Cuba in February 1519 with eleven ships
carrying 508 soldiers and 110 sailors, he did so with the firm intention
of conquering. The two previous expeditions which had reconnoitred
the coasts of Mexico and Yucatdn, those of 1517 and 1518 under
Francisco Hernindez de Cérdoba and Juan de Grijalva, had been
planned only with an eye to exploration and barter. Cortés intended
something incomparably more ambitious. Within a few days of his
landing on 22 April 1519, he knew that there lived somewhere in the
interior a powerful ruler, Montezuma (as he was called by the
Spaniards), whose dominion included the peoples of the coastal plain.
To a Spanish mind this piece of information suggested a natural
strategy: a ruler who himself had dominion over many peoples must
himself be brought, by force or by trickery, to acknowledge a yet higher
lordship, that of the king of Spain. The supreme objective must
therefore be to reach Montezuma — an objective achieved with the
hazardous march into the interior and the encounter between Spanish
captain and Aztec ruler at Tenochtitlan on 12 November 1519,
* Francisco Lopez de G6mara, Cortés, trans. and ed. L. B. Simpson (Betkeley, 1964), 8.
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Welcomed into the city as guests, the Spaniards were in a position to
follow through the strategy of Cortés to its logical conclusion by taking
Montezuma into custody and extracting from their unwilling host,
turned involuntary guest, a recognition of the sovereignty of the king
of Spain.

The alleged #ranslatio imperii by Montezuma to Charles V, as
described by Cortés in the ingenious tissue of fact and fabrication with
which he regaled the emperor in his famous letters, marked the
beginning, not the end, of the conquest of Mexico. But it showed
decisively where the initiative lay. Cortés had managed to get so far,
so fast, because of his extraordinary capacity to size up a situation and
turn it to account. To all appearances the Aztec confederation, with a
supreme ruler and an organized state structure, represented an incom-
parably more formidable adversary than any society so far encountered
by the Spaniards either in the Caribbean or on the isthmus. But the very
degree of organization and of central control from Tenochtitlan created
opportunities which Cortés was exceptionally quick to exploit. Mexica
domination over the other peoples of central Mexico — a domination
which demanded heavy tribute and a constant supply of sacrificial
victims — had bred a hatred and resentment which enabled Cortés on
his march inland to represent himself as a liberator to the subjugated
tribes. This, together with the alliance with Tlaxcala, which the Mexica
had never succeeded in subjugating, enabled him to follow a route to
Tenochtitlan through relatively friendly territory. It also furnished him
with a supporting army from the indigenous population eagei’ for
revenge against Montezuma and the Mexica elite.

Montezuma’s reasons for allowing Cortés to enter Tenochtitlan will
always remain a mystery. He was understandably uncertain about the
origin of the intruders and the purpose of their mission, but it is open
to question whether, as later came to be suggested by Spanish
chroniclers using Indian informants, his reactions were dictated by a
conviction that Cortés was none other than the legendary Toltec
chieftain, Quetzalcoatl, come out of the east to reclaim his land. It is
more probable that he was following towards Cortés and his men the
normal behaviour of the Mexica to ambassadors, who traditionally
enjoyed immunity, although he may also have believed that by luring
Cortés into the interior he would more easily destroy him if this should
prove to be necessary. There is no doubt, however, that the cosmological
system of the Aztecs, with its fatalistic insistence on the need to
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propitiate implacable gods by means of human sacrifice, was no match
for the confident Christianity of their Spanish opponents. It was a
cosmology more likely to inspire its followers with a heroic resignation
to death than with a fierce determination to survive; a cosmology, too,
which had created a ritualized style of warfare designed to capture the
enemy rather than kill him, in order to provide a constant supply of
sacrificial victims. Defeat in this highly ceremonial style of war could
only discredit the god of war, Huitzilopochtli, the Mexicas’ titulary
deity, of whom Montezuma was a priest.

By seizing Montezuma, therefore, Cortés had delivered a devastating
blow to the political and the religious system of the Aztecs. But this
made it more difficult to pursue successfully the next stage of his policy,
which was to preserve the administrative and fiscal structure that he had
found, keeping Montezuma as a puppet, but effectively replacing his
authority with that of the Spaniards. The priestly caste had formed an
integral part of the Aztec system, and the Spanish assault on the Aztec
deities inevitably constituted a direct challenge to this caste. At the same
time, the insatiable Spanish demand for gold created widespread unrest
which culminated, after the massacre of the nobility by the future
conqueror of Guatemala, Pedro de Alvarado, in a massive popular
uprising. Hopelessly outnumbered, the Spaniards successfully fought
their way out of Tenochtitlan on the noche triste, the night of 30 June
1520, although with heavy casualties. It would take them another
fourteen months to recapture the city they left in disarray that night.

The surrender of the last elements of resistance amidst the ruins of
Tenochtitlan on 13 August 1521 was as much a triumph for Spanish
disease as for Spanish arms. The smallpox carried by a black slave among
Cortés’ retainers ravaged the defenders of the city and revealed once
again what had already become clear from the Antilles: that the
inhabitants of the New World would have to pay a heavy price for their
centuries of isolation. The conquest of America was a conquest by
microbes as well as by men, sometimes running ahead of the main
Spanish contingents, at others following in their wake. Especially in
densely-populated regions like central Mexico, the part played by
epidemics in sapping both the ability and the will to resist goes a long
way towards explaining the suddenness and the completeness of the
Spanish success.

Yet the collapse of a Mexica empire of some 25 million people in the
face of an assault by some few hundred Spaniards cannot be explained
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purely in terms of external agencies, however destructive. It derived,
too, from geological faults within the structure of that empire itself and,
in particular, from the repressive nature of Mexica domination over the
peoples of central Mexico. Cortés’ conquest was as much a revolt by
a subjugated population against its overlords as an externally imposed
solution. What remains unclear is whether this empire, which was still
young and in process of evolution, would, if left to itself, have
succeeded in containing and resolving its own internal contradictions.
It certainly showed signs of an inner resilience and capacity for
adaptation which seem to have been lacking in the Andean civilization
that confronted Pizarro, the empire of the Incas.

Pizarro, like Cortés, was able to exploit inner weaknesses and dissensions
which happened to be at their worst just at the moment of his arrival.
The first firm news of a rich and powerful state to the south had been
brought back to Panama in 1523. This encouraged Pizarro and Almagro
to organize probing expeditions down the Pacific coast, which provided
further evidence of a new kingdom to be conquered. Pizarro himself
was in Spain from 1528 to 1530, capitulating with the crown for the
governorship of the lands he hoped to conquer and recruiting followers
in his Extremaduran homeland. With 180 men and some 30 horses he
left Panama in January 1531 on his expedition of conquest. By the time
he actually set sail many of his Spanish recruits were dead, struck down
by the tropical diseases which carried off such a large proportion of all
the new arrivals to the Indies. Only a handful of his followers, therefore,
had European military experience. On the other hand, many of them
were veterans in the Indies themselves — probably a more useful form
of experience in the circumstances. Of these only one or two had been
in Mexico. The majority had gained their experience, both of the climate
and the Indians, in the Antilles and central America.

The empire that faced him was more tightly organized than that of
the Mexica, but the very tightness of its organization served to multiply
its internal strains. The Inca state structure, with its insistent and
meticulously regulated demand for labour, pressed heavily on the ay/lus,
the village clan communities, creating a subject population that, while
docile, was also resentful, especially in the Quito region where Inca rule
was relatively recent. As the area of Inca conquest widened, so the
problems of central control from Cuzco increased, for all the carefully
sited garrisons and the elaborate communications network. This rigid
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system of uniform control maintained by an Inca ruling caste could only
function effectively as long as that caste itself maintained its internal
cohesion and unity. But the death of Huayna Capac in 1527 had led to
a succession struggle between his sons, Huascar and Atahualpa. The
latter was on the way to victory but had not yet consolidated his success
at the time of Pizarro’s arrival.

Pizarro, like Cortés in Mexico, and like an earlier generation of
Spaniards which had sought to profit from the internal feuds of the
Nasrid kingdom of Granada, was adept at using these dissensions to
further his own purposes. He also used the method employed by Cortés
in Mexico and by the conguistadores in Central America of making an
immediate bid to seize the cacigue (chief) — in this instance the Inca
emperor, Atahualpa.

The emperor, established at Cajamarca in northern Peru, responded
to the news of strange invaders in the coastal region in a way that was
perfectly natural to a man whose vision of the world had been shaped
by the experience of the highlands of the Andes. Those who commanded
the mountains effectively commanded the coasts, and beyond the coast
lay an impassable sea. As long as the Spaniards remained in the coastal
region their presence was not a matter of acute concern to him, because
as soon as they moved into the mountain regions they would surely
deliver themselves into his hands. Atahualpa therefore made no attempt
to molest Pizarro’s men as they began their arduous ascent, and the
Spaniards still enjoyed the supreme advantage of surprise when they
turned on Atahualpa and his retainers on the high plain of Cajamarca
on 16 November 1532.

The capture of Atahualpa, like that of Montezuma, was designed to
transfer the supreme authority into Spanish hands with a single decisive
blow. Then, as in Mexico, the intention was to use the existing
administrative structure to channel the profits of dominion to the
Spaniards. Although tribute in the Inca empire, unlike that of the
Aztecs, consisted entirely of labour, the old imperial system still
functioned sufficiently well to produce for the Spaniards as a ransom
for Atahualpa the enormous sum in gold and silver of 1.5 million pesos
— a treasure far larger than any yet known in the Indies and the
equivalent of half a century of European production. Atahualpa’s
reward, however, was not to be liberty, but judicial murder.

On 15 November 1533 the conquistadores captured Cuzco, the heart
of the shattered Inca empire. That Pizarro still felt the need for a
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nominal Inca head of the administrative and military machine which had
fallen into his hands is indicated by his selection of Atahualpa’s
half-brother, Manco Inca, to succeed him. But the smooth transition
from Inca to Spanish domination of Peru, which the appointment of
a puppet emperor was designed to assist, was made more difficult by
a shift in the location of the country’s power-centre. Cortés, in deciding
to build his new capital of Mexico City on the site of the ruins of
Tenochtitlan, succeeded in preserving an important element of con-
tinuity between Aztec and Spanish rule. Cuzco, on the other hand, was
too high up in the mountains and too remote from the coast to be a
satisfactory capital for a Spanish Peru which, unlike its predecessor,
would instinctively face towards the sea. In 1535 Pizarro founded his
new capital, Lima, on the coast, and by so doing gravely weakened his
chances of maintaining control over the Andean highlands.

He weakened them, too, by his failure to keep control over his own
subordinates. The growing dissension among the victors over the
distribution of the spoils encouraged Manco Inca to rally the remaining
Inca forces in a desperate bid to overthrow the Spaniards. The revolt
of 1536—7 temporarily jolted but did not halt the process of Spanish
conquest. During the year-long siege of the Spaniards in Cuzco, the
Indians showed that they had learned something but not enough of the
methods of their adversaries. The ceremonial approach to warfare,
which had similarly hampered the Aztecs in their opposition to the
Spaniards, was so deeply embedded in their mentality that they
habitually chose to launch their attacks by the light of the.full moon.
If the conquest still remained uncompleted once Manco’s revolt was
suppressed, this was largely because the partisans of Pizarro and Diego
de Almagro had diverted their energies to fighting each other. But the
impossible geography of the high Andes allowed the continuation of
a resistance movement that would have been out of the question in
central Mexico. It was not until 1572 that the Inca fastness of
Vilcabamba fell to the Spaniards, and isolated pockets of resistance
would continue to disturb the sad tranquillity of colonial Peru.

It was precisely because they were centrally organized societies,
heavily dependent on the authority of a single ruler, that the empires
of Montezuma and of Atahualpa fell with relative ease into Spanish
hands. Such vast areas of territory could never have been conquered
so speedily if they had not already been dominated by a central power
with an elaborate machinery for maintaining control of outlying

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



186 Europe and America

regions. Both in central Mexico and in Peru the invaders unwittingly
found themselves heirs to a process of imperial expansion which did
not cease with their arrival. The continuing spread in the post-conquest
era of Nahuatl and Quechua, the languages of the Mexica and the Incas,
suggests the existence of an inner dynamic within those regions towards
a greater degree of unification, which can only have worked to the
conquerors’ advantage. The translatio imperii might be a convenient legal
fiction, but it had its justification, in ways of which the Spaniards
themselves were only dimly aware, in pre-existing facts.

The very absence in other parts of mainland America of the conditions
prevailing in the civilizations of the Andes and central Mexico goes a
long way towards explaining the difficulties encountered by the
movement of conquest in other areas of the continent. In the Mayan
world of Yucatin the Spaniards encountered another sophisticated
civilization, but one which lacked the political unity of the Aztec and
Inca empires. On the one hand this gave them an opportunity to play
the game at which they excelled — that of playing off one community
against another. But on the other it slowed down the process of
establishing Spanish control because there was no single centre from
which to dominate. Francisco de Montejo set out on the conquest of
Yucatdn in 1527, but in the 1540s the Spaniards still had only a tenuous
hold of the region, and the interior was effectively unconquered even
after the passage of another century.

No doubt if Yucatin had possessed greater reserves of wealth, the
Spaniards would have made more consistently vigorous attempts at
conquest. The peripheral regions of America beyond the limits of the
great pre-conquest empires all too often proved disappointing in terms
of the kind of resources of interest to the Spaniards, as Diego de
Almagro discovered to his cost on his abortive Chilean expedition of
1535—7. This did not, however, prevent the despatch of a fresh
expedition under Pedro de Valdivia in 1540-1, composed of the
disappointed and the unemployed among the conquerors of Peru.

Of the 150 members of Valdivia’s party, 132 became encomenderos.
Their rewards, however, were disappointing in terms of the expectations
generated. They lived among an impoverished Indian population which
they used for labour services, in particular gold-washing; but by 1560
there was little gold left, and the native population was dwindling.
Rescue came in the form of the growing Peruvian market for agricultural
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produce. Increasingly the Chilean settlers took to farming and ranching,
creating for themselves modestly prosperous farming communities in
the fertile valleys north of the river Bio-Bio. They suffered, however,
from a shortage of native labour and from the proximity of the
Araucanian Indians — warrior tribes whose very lack of centralized
authority made them dangerously elusive adversaries.

The Araucanians, ‘unsophisticated’ peoples in relation to those of
the settled societies of Mexico and Peru, revealed a much greater degree
of sophistication in adapting their fighting techniques to those of the
Spaniards. As early as 1553 they inflicted a crushing defeat on the
Spaniards at Tucapel, where Valdivia was killed; and by the end of the
1560s they had turned themselves into horsemen and had begun to
master the use of the arquebus. The ‘Araucanian wars’ of the later
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, although they provided the settlers
with a supply of labour in the form of enslaved prisoners of war, also
imposed a heavy drain on the Chilean economy. From the early 1570s
money was having to be sent to Chile from Peru to help with the costs
of defence. In these distant regions horses were in short supply and the
costs of war material were high; but the abandonment of this remote
outpost of empire seemed an impossible option, not least because of
its strategic position controlling the straits of Magellan. Madrid was
therefore forced to accept the inevitable, establishing from 1603 a
standing army of some 2,000 men and making a regular budgetary
provision for it. A miniature war of Flanders was in the making — a
prolonged and costly frontier war, in which neither Indian nor Spaniard
could achieve decisive mastery.

Just as Araucanian resistance checked the southward movement of
Spanish conquest and colonization from Peru, so Chichimeca resistance
checked its northward advance from central Mexico. The presence of
such unsubdued or half-subdued tribes on the fringes of the Aztec and
Inca empires created problems for the Spaniards which evaded
straightforward solution, but which they could not afford to ignore. The
Mixtén rebellion of 1540—1, originating among the still largely
unpacified tribes of New Galicia and rapidly spreading southward,
illustrated all too alarmingly the constant threat posed by restless
frontier regions to the more settled areas of conquest. It also illustrated
the limitations of conquest itself, as conceived in purely military terms.
By the middle of the sixteenth century the Spaniards had established
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their presence over vast areas of central and southern America through
their military skill and resourcefulness; but the real conquest of America
had hardly begun.

THE CONSOLIDATION OF CONQUEST

In view of the extreme contrasts to be found in the levels of *civility’
attained by the different peoples of pre-conquest America, there were
bound to be wide variations in the character of conquest from one
region to another and in the requirements for the subsequent control
of the conquered population. Once the Aztec and Inca empires had been
overthrown, it was possible for the Spaniards to consolidate their new
regime over vast areas of territory in central Mexico and Peru with
remarkable speed. Their task was made easier by the survival of a
substantial part of the fiscal and administrative machinery of the
pre-conquest area and by the docility of the bulk of the population,
much of it relieved to see its former masters overthrown. It was
symptomatic of the success of the Spaniards in establishing their control
over the former territories of the Aztecs and Incas that special military
measures soon proved to be unnecessary. ‘Pacification’ - a euphemism
employed by Hernin Cortés and adopted as official terminology under
Philip IT - took longer in Peru, but primarily because the conquerors
fell out among themselves. After the Inca rebellion of 1536—7 and the
Mixton war of 1540—1, there was no major Indian uprising in ecither New
Spain or Peru during the Habsburg period, and the Spaniards were so
sure of their safety that they never bothered to fortify their cities against
possible native revolts.

While the Spaniards were to have considerable success with at least
the nominal integration into their new colonial societies of Indians who
lived within the boundaries of the pre-conquest empires, they were faced
by more intractable problems in other parts of America. Here they often
had to deal with tribes and peoples whose way of life seemed primitive
by European standards. While some lived in compact villages or in more
dispersed settlements, others were simply hunting and food-gathering
bands, who had first to be subdued and congregated into fixed
settlements before the work of hispanicization could begin.

Some of these peoples, especially the Chichimecas of northern Mexico
and the Araucanian Indians of Chile, proved themselves formidable
adversaries once they had adapted to Spanish methods of war. Similarly,
the Apache Indians of the American plains responded to the approach
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of the Spaniards by transforming themselves into consummate horsemen
and adopting warfare as a way of life.

Spanish success or failure in pacifying these frontier regions would
depend both on the habits and culture-patterns of the various tribes with
which they came into contact and on the way in which Spaniards
themselves approached their task. The missionary would often succeed
where the soldier failed; and mission communities, using the weapons
of example, persuasion and discipline, scored notable successes with
certain tribes — especially those which were neither too nomadic, nor
too tightly organized into compact village communities, to be
unreceptive to the material advantages and the cultural and spiritual
offerings which the mission could provide.

The conquest of America, therefore, proved to be a highly complex
process, in which men at arms did not always call the tune. If at least
initially it was a military conquest, it also possessed from its earliest
stages certain other characteristics which began to predominate as soon
as the soldiers had achieved what they could. It was accompanied by
a movement aimed at spiritual conquest, by means of the evangelization
of the Indians. It was followed by a massive migration from Spain,
which culminated in the demographic conquest of the Indies. Sub-
sequently, as more Spaniards settled, the effective conquest of land and
labour got under way. But the benefits of this went only in part to the
settlers, for hard on their heels came the bureaucrats, determined to
conquer or reconquer the New World for the crown. All of these
movements produced a conquering society which recalled but failed to
reproduce exactly that of metropolitan S.pain.

The military conquest of America was achieved by a group of men
which was far from consisting entirely of professional soldiers. A
comprehensive survey of the background and earlier careers of the
conquistadores still remains to be undertaken; but an analysis of a list
drawn up in 1519 of the encomenderos of the new city of Panama shows
that — of the 93 names for which details are available in this select group
of 96 conquistadores — only half that number were soldiers and sailors by
occupation. No less than 34 of the group had originally been peasants
or artisans and another ten came from the middling and professional
classes in the towns.1°

There is no reason to think that the Panama group is unrepresentative

19 See Mario Gongora, Los grupos de Conguistadores en Tierra Firme, 15091530 (Santiago de Chile,
1662), ch. 3.
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of the men who conquered America, and it suggests something of the
complexity of the transatlantic migratory movement, even in the very
first years after the discovery when most of the New Wortld still
remained to be won. The conguista was from the start something more
than a bid for fame and plunder by a military caste looking for new
lands to conquer after the overthrow of the Moorish kingdom of
Granada. Naturally the military-aristocratic element in peninsular
society was well represented in the conquest of America, although the
great nobles of Castile and Andalusia were conspicuous by their
absence. This is partly to be explained by the determination of the crown
to prevent the establishment in the new lands of a magnate-dominated
society on the peninsular model. But men with some claim to gentle
birth — men from the lesser gentry or hidalge class — were present in
substantial numbers throughout the conquest, as was only to be
expected. It was not easy for a poor man with pretensions to nobility
to survive in the status-conscious world of Castile or Extremadura, as
Cortés and Pizarro could testify.

Yet even if the hidalgos formed a minority element, the attitudes and
aspirations of this group tended to infuse the whole movement of
military conquest. An hidalgo or an artisan prepared to hazard
everything to cross the Atlantic obviously did so in the expectation of
being able to better himself. In the first years after the discovery the
quickest way to self-betterment was participation in expeditions of
conquest, which needed the services of men with professional skills —
carpenters, blacksmiths, tailors — as long as they would also be prepared
to wield a sword when the occasion arose. For these young men, most
of them in their twenties and early thirties, the sight of gold and silver
brought back from a successful foray opened up visions of a way of
life beyond anything they had ever known. The model for this way of
life was that provided by the great Castilian or Andalusian magnate,
a man who lived to spend. ‘All the Spaniards’, wrote the Franciscan,
Fray Ger6nimo de Mendieta, ‘ even the most miserable and unfortunate,
want to be sefiores and live for themselves, not as servants of anyone,
but with servants of their own.’!?

The men, whether professional soldiers or not, who had lived and

fought side by side and achieved heroic feats, naturally felt themselves

entitled to special consideration by a grateful monarch. Servicios, as
11 Quoted by José Durand, La transformacidn social del Conguistador (Mexico, 1953), 11, 45.
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always, deserved mercedes, and what greater servicio could any man
render his king than win for him new territories? To have been the first
to advance into unconquered regions was a special cause for pride —
the 607 men who first accompanied Cortés jealously guarded their
pre-eminence against the 534 who only joined him later. But they
banded together in a common front against all later arrivals and finally,
in 1543, extracted from a reluctant Charles V a statement declaring that
the first ‘ discoverers’ (descubridores) of New Spain — he avoided the word
conquistadores — were those who ‘first entered that province on its
discovery and those who were there for the winning and conquering
of the city of Mexico’.

This rather grudging recognition of primacy was as far as the crown
was prepared to go. It had set itself against the re-creation of a feudal
society in America; and although some conguistadores teceived grants of
bidalguia, very few, apart from Cortés and Pizarro, received titles of
nobility. How, then, were the survivors among the 10,000 or so men
who actually conquered America to be rewarded for their sacrifice? The
problem was a difficult one, not least because no conguistador ever
thought his rewards commensurate with his services. From the begin-
ning, therefore, the conquistadores were a class with a grievance, although
some with a good deal more justification than others.

The struggle for the spoils of conquest inevitably led to sharp
inequalities of distribution. When Cortés, for instance, made the first
allocation of Mexican Indians to his followers in 1521, the men
associated with his enemy, the governor of Cuba, were liable to find
themselves excluded. Similatly in Peru there was much bitterness over
the distribution of Atahualpa’s treasure, with the lion’s share going to
the men of Trujillo, the followers of Pizarro, while the soldiers who
had arrived from Panama with Diego de Almagro in April 1533 found
themselves left out in the cold. The Peruvian civil wars, in the course
of which Almagro himself was executed in 1538 and Francisco Pizarro
assassinated by the Almagrists in 1541, were a direct outcome of the
disappointments and rivalries stemming from the distribution of the
spoils of conquest, although these in turn were at least partly provoked
by personal and regional tensions before the treasure was ever acquired.

Among the recipients of the booty there was also a natural inequality
of shares, based on social standing and assumed variations in the
value of service. The man on horseback normally received two shares
to the infantryman’s one, although Hernando Pizarro pronounced
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revolutionary words on this subject, presumably to encourage his foot:
soldiers on the eve of battle with Almagro. He had been informed, he
said, that those soldiers who had no horses were slighted when it came
to the distribution of land. But he gave them his word that such a
thought had never entered his head ‘ because good soldiers are not to be
judged by their horses but by their personal valour... Therefore each
one would be rewarded according to his service, because the lack of 2
horse was a matter of fortune, and not a disparagement of a man’s
person.’’? As a general rule, however, the horseman retained the
advantage, although even the ordinary foot-soldier could do very well
in a2 major distribution of booty, like Atahualpa’s treasure.

The actual rewards of conquest, in the form of spoils, encomiendas,
distribution of land, municipal offices, and — not least — prestige, were
in fact often very considerable, even if official recognition of service by
the crown was grudging or non-existent. Fortunes were made, although
they were often as rapidly lost by men who were natural gamblers; and
while some of the conquistadores — especially, it seems, those from the
better families — decided to return home with their winnings, others
hoped to better themselves still further by remaining a little longer in
the Indies and never succeeded in leaving them.

It was difficult for these men to settle down. Yet, as Cortés saw very
quickly, unless they could be induced to do so, Mexico would be
stripped bare and destroyed as the Antilles had been before it. One
obvious device, already employed in Hispaniola and Cuba, was to turn
soldiers into citizens. This was, in the first instance, a purely legal act.
After their landing on the Mexican coast Cortés’ men were formally
constituted members of what was still 2 notional corporation, the
municipality of Veracruz. Municipal officials were duly chosen from
among the captains, and a cabildo or town council instituted. Only later
did the Villa Rica de Veracruz come to acquire the physical characteristics
of a town.

Although the immediate purpose in founding Veracruz was to
provide Cortés with a legalistic device for freeing himself from the
authority of the governor of Cuba and placing the mainland territoriés
under the direct control of the crown at the request of the soldier-citizens,
it provided the pattern for a similar process of municipal incorporation
which was followed as the conquering soldiers moved through Mexico.

12 Quoted by Alberto Mario Salas, Las armas de la Conguista (Buenos Aires, 1950), 140—-1.
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New towns were created, sometimes, as with Mexico City itself, on the
site of indigenous towns or villages, and at other times in areas where
there were no large congregations of Indians. These new cities and
towns were intended for Spaniards, although some of them from the
beginning had barrios or quarters reserved for the Indians, and most of
the others would later acquire them. Based on the model of the Spanish
town with its central plaza — the principal church on one side and the
town hall (the ayuntamiento) on the other — and laid out, wherever
possible, on the gridiron plan of intersecting streets used in the
construction of Santo Domingo, the New World town provided the
expatriate with a familiar setting for daily life in an alien environment.

The soldier turned householder would, it was hoped, put down roots.
Each vecino would have his plot of land; and land, both in the suburbs
and outside the cities, was liberally distributed among the conquerors.
But for men who brought from their home country strict views about
the demeaning character of manual labour, for those aspiring to
seigneurial status, land itself was of little value without a labour force
to work it. Although Cortés was initially hostile to the idea of
introducing in Mexico the encomienda system, which he and many
others held largely responsible for the destruction of the Antilles, he
was compelled to change his mind when he saw that his followers could
never be induced to settle unless they could obtain labour services from
the Indians. In his third letter to Charles V, dated 15 May 1522, he
explained how he had been compelled to ‘deposit’ Indians in the hands
of Spaniards. The crown, although reluctant to accept a policy which
appeared to threaten the status of the Indians as free men, finally bowed
to the inevitable, as Cortés had already done. The encomienda was to
join the city as the basis of the Spanish settlement of Mexico and then,
in due course, of Peru.

It was, however, to be a new-style encomienda, reformed and
improved in the light of Spain’s Caribbean experience. Cortés was by
nature a builder, not a destroyer, and he was determined to construct
in Mexico a ‘New Spain’ on foundations which would endure. He
cherished the vision of a settled society in which crown, conqueror and
Indian were linked together in a chain of reciprocal obligation. The
crown was to reward his men with Indian labour in perpetuity, in the
form of hereditary encomiendas. The encomenderos, for their part,
would have a dual obligation: to defend the country, thus saving the
crown the expense of maintaining a standing army, and to care for the
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spiritual and material wellbeing of their Indians. The Indians themselves
would perform their labour services in their own pueblos (villages), under
the control of their own cacigues (chiefs), while the encomenderos lived
in the cities, of which they and their families would become the principal
citizens. The type and amount of work performed by the Indians was
to be carefully regulated to prevent the kind of exploitation which had
wiped them out in the Antilles; but the underlying assumption of
Cortés’ scheme was that the self-interest of encomenderos anxious to
transmit their encomiendas to their descendants would also work to the
interest of their Indian charges by preventing callous exploitation for
purely short-term ends.

The encomienda was therefore envisaged by Cortés as a device for
giving both the conquerors and the conquered a stake in the future of
New Spain. The ruling caste of encomenderos would be a responsible
ruling caste, to the benefit of the crown, which would derive substantial
revenues from a prosperous country. But the encomienda would also
work to the benefit of the Indians, who would be carefully inducted
into a Christian civility.

As encomiendas were granted through New Spain, Central America
and Peru, so this potential ruling caste began to constitute itself. It was
drawn from an elite group among the soldiers of the conquest, and its
numbers were inevitably small in relation to those of the Spanish
population of the Indies as a whole: around 600 encomenderos in New
Spain in the 1540s and around soo in Peru. Living off the revenues
produced by the labour of their Indians, the encomenderos saw
themselves as the natural lords of the land. But there were in fact
profound differences between their situation and that of the nobles of
metropolitan Spain. The encomienda was not an estate and carried with
it no entitlement to land or to jurisdiction. It therefore failed to become
a fief in embryo. Nor, for all their efforts, did the encomenderos succeed
in transforming themselves into a European-style hereditary nobility.
The crown consistently baulked at the formal perpetuation of en-
comiendas through inheritance, and in the New Laws of 1542 decreed
that they should revert to the crown on the death of the current holder.
In the prevailing circumstances this decree was quite unrealistic. In New
Spain the viceroy prudently disregarded it. In Peru, where Blasco Nifiez
Vela attempted to enforce it in 1544, it provoked an encomendero
revolt, led by Francisco Pizarro’s youngest brother, Gonzalo, who for
four years was the master of Peru. In 1548 he was defeated and executed
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for treason by the Jicenciado Pedro de La Gasca, who arrived armed with
a fresh decree revoking the offending clauses in the recent legislation.

Although the crown had retreated, its retreat was largely tactical. It
continued to treat the perpetuation of an encomienda in one and the
same family as a matter of privilege rather than right, thus depriving
the encomenderos of that certainty of succession which was an essential
characteristic of European aristocracy. It was able to act in this way with
a large measure of success because social forces in the Indies themselves
were working in favour of its policy. The encomenderos were a small
minority in a growing Spanish population. Even if they gave hospitality
and employment to many of the new immigrants, there were many more
who felt themselves excluded from the charmed circle of privilege. The
deprived and the excluded — many of them building up their own
sources of wealth as they acquired lands, and taking to farming and other
entrepreneurial activities — naturally looked jealously on the en-
comiendas and their captive Indian labour. The defeat of Gonzalo
Pizarro enabled La Gasca to embark on a large-scale reassignment of
encomiendas; and the ability to reassign encomiendas, whether forfeited
by rebellion or vacated by death, became a decisive political instrument
in the hands of succeeding viceroys. On the one hand it could be used
to satisfy the aspirations of non-encomenderos, and on the other it
served as a means of curbing and restricting the encomienda itself, since
every encomendero knew that, if he antagonized the crown and its
representatives, there were a hundred men waiting to step into his shoes.

At the same time as the crown was struggling against the hereditary
principle in the transmission of encomiendas, it was working to reduce
the degree of control exercised by encomenderos over their Indians.
Here its most decisive move was to abolish in 1549 the obligation of
the Indians to perform compulsory personal service. In future the
Indians would only be liable to payment of tribute, the rate of which
was set at a figure lower than that which they had previously paid to
their lords. Inevitably the law of 1549 was more easily decreed than
enforced. The transformation of the encomienda based on personal
service into an encomienda based on tribute was a slow process,
accomplished more easily in some regions than in others. In general the
older style of encomienda, with the encomendero as the dominant local
figure, drawing heavily on labour or tribute or both, was more liable
to survive in the marginal regions, like Yucatin or southern Mexico,
the Andean highlands, or Chile. Elsewhere, the encomienda was being
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transformed during the middle decades of the century, under the
pressure both of royal officials and of changing economic and social
conditions. Encomenderos with only poor villages in their encomiendas
found themselves in serious straits as tributes dwindled along with the
indigenous population. The wealthier encomenderos, reading the signs
aright, began to use their wealth to diversify and hastened to acquire
land and to build up agricultural estates before it was too late. There
was money to be made from the export of local products, like cacao
in Central America, and from the production of grain and meat to feed
the growing cities.

While the crown remained deeply suspicious of the encomenderos
as a class, the encomienda as an institution had its supporters, and
ironically their numbers and influence tended to increase as the
encomenderos were gradually stripped of their coercive powers and
became little more than privileged crown pensioners. When the New
Laws attempted to abolish the encomienda, the Dominicans of New
Spain, traditionally less well disposed to the institution than the
Franciscans, declared themselves in its favour. The crown was tech-
nically correct in stating in a decree of 1544 that ‘the purpose and origin
of the encomiendas was the spiritual and temporal well-being of the
Indians’; and by this time there was a strong conviction among many
of the missionaries in the New World that the lot of the Indians would
be even worse than it already was without the fragile protection still
afforded them by the encomienda.

This conviction reflected a deep disillusionment with the results of an
enterprise which had begun amidst such high hopes a generation earlier.
By the middle years of the sixteenth century the movement for the
spiritual conquest of America had begun to falter, as a result of deep
divisions over strategy and discouragement over failures. The
discouragement was so great partly because the original expectations
of the first missionaries to mainland America had been pitched so high,
for reasons which had less to do with New World realities than with
Old World preconceptions.!3

The evangelization of America was conducted in its opening stages
by members of the regular orders, as distinct from the secular clergy.
The first missionaries to reach Mexico were Franciscans, the ‘twelve

13 For further discussion of the evangelization of Spanish America, see Barnadas, CHL A4, 1, ch.
14.
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apostles’ under the leadership of Fray Martin de Valencia, who arrived
in 1524. They were followed two years later by the Dominicans, and
then by the Augustinians in 1533. By the middle years of the century
there were some 8oo friars in Mexico and another 350 in Peru. The
mendicants also gave Mexico its first bishop and archbishop (1528-48),
the Franciscan Fray Juan de Zumdrraga, a distinguished representative
of Spain’s Christian humanist tradition.

Among the first generation of mendicant missionaries in the New
World were many who had felt the influence both of Christian
humanism and of the apocalyptic and millenarian Christianity which was
such a vital element in the religious life of late fifteenth- and early
sixteenth-century Europe. Fray Martin de Valencia, for one, seems to
have been influenced by the twelfth-century mystic, Joachim of Flora,
with his prophecies of the coming of a third age of the Spirit. Those
who set out from Spain to convert the Indians saw themselves as
entrusted with a mission of special importance in the divine scheme of
history, for the conversion of the world was a necessary prelude to its
ending and to the second coming of Christ. They also believed that,
among these innocent peoples of America still uncontaminated by the
vices of Europe, they would be able to build a church approximating
that of Christ and the early apostles. The early stages of the American
mission with the mass baptism of hundreds of thousands of Indians,
seemed to promise the triumph of that movement for a return to
primitive Christianity which had so repeatedly been frustrated in
Europe.

Very soon, however, the doubts which had always been entertained
by some of the missionaries began to rise insistently to the surface. At
first it looked as though the Mexican Indians possessed a natural
aptitude for Christianity, partly, perhaps, because the discrediting of
their own gods by defeat in war had created a spiritual and ceremonial
vacuum which predisposed them to accept the leadership of the friars
as the holy men of a conquering race. The simple instruction in the
rudiments of Christianity given by the missionaries, their use of music
and pictures to explain their message, and their mobilization of large
groups of Indians to construct the great fortress-like convents and
churches which changed the architectural landscape of central Mexico
in the immediate post-conquest decades, all helped to fill the void left
by the disappearance of the native priesthood and by the collapse of
the routine of ceremonial labour governed by the Aztec calendar.
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But although the rate of conversion was spectacular, its quality left
much to be desired. There were alarming indications that Indians who
had adopted the new faith with apparent enthusiasm still venerated their
old idols in secret. The missionaries also came up against walls of
resistance at those points where their attempts to inculcate the moral
teachings of Christianity conflicted with long-established patterns of
behaviour. The virtues of monogamy, for instance, were not easily
conveyed to a society which saw women in the role of servants and the
accumulation of women as a soutce of wealth.

To some of the missionaries, especially those of the first generation,
these setbacks served as an incentive to probe more deeply into the
customs and beliefs of their charges. Where the first instinct had been
to obliterate all vestiges of a pagan civilization, an attempt now began
to examine, record and inquire. The Dominican Fray Diego Durin
argued that ‘a great mistake was made by those who, at the beginning
with great zeal but little wisdom, burnt and destroyed all their ancient
paintings, for we are now left so unenlightened that they can practise
idolatry before our very eyes.”'* It was in accordance with this line of
reasoning that the great Franciscan, Fray Bernardino de Sahagun,
devoted his life to the recording and understanding of a native culture
that was being rapidly swept away. Many of his colleagues struggled
with success to master the Indian languages and to compile grammars
and dictionaries. The realization that true conversion required a
profound understanding of the evils to be extirpated provided an
impetus, therefore, to important linguistic studies, and to ethnographical
inquiry which often, as with Sahagin, showed a high degree of
sophistication in its controlled use of native informants.

This was truer, however, of Mexico than Peru, where the unsettled
conditions of the post-conquest period delayed the work of evangeli-
zation, which in some areas was not systematically undertaken until the
seventeenth century. Already by the middle of the sixteenth, at a time
when the first missions were establishing themselves in Peru, the
humanist generation of mendicants was passing into history. In the
succeeding generation there was less curiosity about the culture of
conquered peoples and a corresponding tendency to condemn instead
of seeking to understand. This was encouraged by some spectacular
failures which helped to cast doubt on the original assumptions about

" Diego Durdn, Historia de las Indias de Nueva Espafia y islas de Tierra Firma, ed. José F. Ramirez,
2 vols. (Mexico, 1867-80), 1, 71.
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the Indian aptitude for Christianity. The Franciscan college of Santa
Cruz de Tlatelolco, founded in 1536 to educate the children of the
Mexican aristocracy, was a natural object of suspicion to all those
Spaniards, whether lay or cleric, who were hostile to any attempt to
place the Mexican on the educational level of the European, or to train
him for the priesthood. Any backsliding by a student of the college,
like Don Carlos of Texcoco, who was denounced in 1539 and burnt
* at the stake as a dogmatizer, therefore served as a convenient pretext
for undermining a movement which took as its axiom that the Indian
was as rational a being as the Spaniard.

Inevitably the prophecies of disaster proved to be self-fulfilling. The
Indians, forbidden to train as priests, naturally tended to look on
Christianity as an alien faith imposed on them by their conquerors. They
took from it those elements which suited their own spiritual and
ritualistic needs and blended them with elements of their ancestral faith
to produce beneath a simulated Christianity an often vital syncretic
religion. This in turn merely served to confirm the belief of those who
argued that they must be kept in permanent tutelage because they were
unready to take their place in a European civility.

The often exaggerated ideas about the spiritual and intellectual
capacity of the Indians held by the first generation of missionaries
therefore tended to give way by the middle decades of the century to
a no less exaggerated sense of their incapacity. The easiest response was
to regard them as lovable but wayward children, in need of special care.
This response came all the more naturally to the friars as they saw their
monopoly over the Indians endangered by the advent of the secular
clergy. It was encouraged, too, by a genuine fear for the fate of their
Indian charges in the rapidly changing conditions of the mid-sixteenth
century. As the humanist vision of the first missionary generation faded,
and it seemed increasingly improbable that the New World would
become the setting for the New Jerusalem, the friars struggled to
preserve what still remained by congregating their flocks in village
communities where they could be better shielded from the corrupting
influences of the world.

It was a less heroic dream than that of the first missionary generation
and no less inexorably doomed to failure. For profound changes were
occurring in the demographic composition of Spanish America as the
number of immigrants multiplied, while that of the indigenous
population diminished.
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By the middle of the sixteenth century there were probably around
100,000 whites in Spanish America. The news of the opportunities for
a better life in the New World encouraged a growing number of
Spaniards to take ship from Seville to America, with or without official
licence to emigrate. In a letter home characteristic of those written by
the emigrants to the Indies, Juan de Robles wrote to his brother in
Valladolid in 1592: ‘Don’t hesitate. God will help us. This land is as
good as ours, for God has given us more here than there, and we shall
be better off.”18

Although the Indies were officially the exclusive possession of the
crown of Castile, no sixteenth-century law is known which prohibited
inhabitants of the crown of Aragon emigrating to them, although
Aragonese, Catalans and Valencians do seem to have been excluded in
law, if not always in practice, from holding posts and benefices in
Castile’s overseas possessions. Emigrants from Navarre, which was
officially incorporated with the crown of Castile in 1515, were in a
stronger legal position. But the overwhelming number of emigrants
came from Andalusia, Extremadura and the two Castiles, with the
number of Basques increasing as the century progressed.

Some of these emigrants went to join relatives who had already
emigrated, others to escape from conditions which, for one reason or
another, had come to seem intolerable at home. Several of those on the
losing side in 1521, when the revolt of the Comuneros was crushed,
made their way surreptitiously to the New World; and the same was
true of those whose Jewish ancestry prejudiced their chances of success
at home, although there were stringent regulations to prevent the
emigration of Jews and conversos. It is hard to believe that the emigration
of all seven brothers of St Teresa of Avila was entirely unconnected
with the fact that their family was of converso origin.

In the early years, as might have been expected, the movement of
emigration was overwhelmingly masculine. But, in order to encourage
settlement, the crown insisted that all conquistadores and encomenderos
should be married, and this produced a growing number of female
emigrants. If women represented 5 or 6 per cent of the total number

15 Enrique Otte, ‘Cartas privadas de Puebla del siglo XVI', Jabrbuch fir Geschichte von Staat,
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft Lateinamerikas, 3 (1966), 78. For a selection of these letters in
translation see James Lockhart and Entique Otte, Letters and people of the Spanish Indies. The
sixteenth century (Cambridge, 1976).
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of emigrants in the period 1509—39, they were up to 28 per cent in the
1560s and 1570s. But the shortage of Spanish women in the first years
of conquest naturally encouraged mixed marriages. Baltasar Dorantes
de Carranza, writing of the conquistadores of Mexico, explains that
‘because in those fifteen years when the land was won Spanish women
did not come to it in any quantity’, some of the conquistadores did not
marry at all, while others married Indians.1® This was especially true
of Indian women of royal or noble blood, with the sons of these unions,
known as mestigos, succeeding to their fathers’ estates. But the rapid
growth of mestizaje in the Indies was less the result of formal marriage
than of concubinage and rape. During the sixteenth century, at least,
the mestizo offspring of these unions tended to be assimilated without
excessive difficulty into the world of one or other of the parents.
Although the crown was soon expressing concern about their way of
life, it was only in the seventeenth century, as their numbers multiplied,
that they began to constitute something of a distinctive caste on their
own.

It was not only the whites, however, who were transforming the
ethnic composition of the population of the Indies. There was also a
strong current of African immigration, as black slaves were imported
to swell the labour force. Coming to outnumber the whites in the
Antilles, they also constituted a significant minority group in Mexico
and Peru. The offspring of their unions with whites and Indians —
known as mulattos and gambos respectively — helped to swell the numbers
of those who, whether white or hybrid, increasingly preoccupied the
authorities by their obvious rootlessness. The Indies were on the way
to producing their own population of the voluntary and involuntary
idle, of wastrels, vagabonds and outcasts, which seemed so threatening
to the ordered and hierarchical society constituting the sixteenth-century
European ideal.

The presence of this shiftless population could only add to the forces
already bringing about the disintegration of the so-called repiblica de los
indios. In spite of the strenuous efforts of many of the friars to segregate
the Indian communities, only in the remoter regions, where the
Spaniards were sparsely settled, was it possible to keep the outer world
at bay. The proximity of cities established by the conquerors; the labour
demands of encomenderos and the tribute demands of the crown; the
encroachment of Spaniards on Indian lands; the infiltration of whites

1¢ Dorantes de Carranza, Sumaria Relacion, 11.
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and mestizos; all these elements helped to undermine the Indian
community and what remained of its pre-conquest social organization.

At the same time as it was being subjected to these powerful pressures
from without, the repiblica de los indios was also succumbing to a
demographic catastrophe. The smallpox epidemic during the course of
the conquest was only the first of a succession of European epidemics
which ravaged the indigenous population of mainland America in the
succeeding decades. The incidence of these epidemics was uneven. Peru,
with a more sparsely settled population, seems to have escaped more
lightly than Mexico, which was particularly hard hit in 1545—7. All
through America the coastal regions proved especially vulnerable and
here, as in the Antilles, Africans tended to replace an Indian population
which had succumbed almost in its entirety.

European diseases struck a population which was disorientated and
demoralized by the experiences of the conquest. Old patterns of life had
been disrupted, the precarious balance of food production had been
upset by the introduction of European crops and livestock, and
European demands for labour services had pressed the Indian population
into unaccustomed work, often under intolerably harsh conditions.
Although there were some signs of successful adaptation, particularly
by the Indians in the region of Mexico City in the period immediately
following the conquest, it is not surprising that many Indians should
have found the shock of change too great and have lost the will to live.
The survivors appear in contemporary accounts as a passive and listless
people, seeking escape from their woes in narcotics and intoxicants —
pulque-drinking in Mexico and coca-chewing in the Andes.

If the pre-conquest population of central Mexico fell from 25 million
in 1519 to 2.65 million in 1568, and that of Peru fell from nine million
in 1532 to 1.3 million in 1570, the demographic impact of European
conquest was shattering bothin its scale and its speed.!” No preconceived
plans, either for the salvation or for the exploitation of the Indians, could
hope to withstand intact the effects of such a drastic transformation. By
the middle of the sixteenth century Spanish America was a very different
wotld from the one that had been envisaged in the immediate aftermath
of conquest.

The assumptions about the wealth to be derived from the conquest of

the Indies had taken for granted the existence of a-large and docile
17 For further discussion of the demographic collapse, see Sinchez-Albornoz, CHL A, 11, ch. 1.
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indigenous population producing labour services and tribute for the
conquerors. Inevitably, the totally unexpected decline of this population
forced sharp readjustments both of policy and behaviour. From the
mid-sixteenth century, the struggle intensified between settler and
settler and crown and settler for a larger share of a shrinking labour
supply. The discovery of rich silver deposits in the 1540s in both Mexico
and Peru and the beginning of large-scale mining operations meant that
priority was bound to be given in the distribution of Indian labour to
mining and ancillary activities. The abolition of the encomienda of
personal service following the decree of 1549 deprived encomenderos
of their Indian workforce, which could then be mobilized for necessary
public services by means of repartimientos organized by royal officials.

At the same time as less Indian labour was becoming available for
private individuals, large areas of land were being left unoccupied as
a result of the extinction of its Indian owners. This coincided with a
rapidly growing need for land among the settler community to satisfy
the dietary requirements of an expanding Hispanic population con-
gregated in the cities, which remained addicted to its traditional habits
and tastes. It wanted meat and wine, and it preferred white bread to
maize. Encomenderos and other influential and wealthy settlers therefore
petitioned the crown with success for grants of land (mercedes de tierras)
on which they could grow wheat (more costly to produce than maize
and requiring a greater acreage to provide a comparable yield) and raise
European livestock (cattle and sheep). While Hispanic America was to
remain an essentially urban civilization, there were already strong
indications from the middle of the sixteenth century that the basis of
this civilization was likely to be dominion of the countryside by a
handful of great proprietors.

By the end of the first generation of the conquest it was already clear
that new and distinctive societies were coming into being in the new
world of the Spanish Indies. The conquerors, having moved in, had
taken control of the land and the people; and if they had destroyed on
a massive scale, they were also beginning to create. They brought with
them a belief which was gradually gaining ground in sixteenth-century
Europe: that it was within the capacity of man to change and improve
the world around him. ‘We found no sugar mills when we arrived in
these Indies’, wrote Fernindez de Oviedo, ‘and all these we have built
with our own hands and industry in so short a time.’'® Hernin Cortés,
exploiting the vast estates that he had acquired for himself in the valley

'® Ferndndez de Oviedo, Historia general y natural de las Indias (Madrid, 1959), 1, 110.
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of Oazxaca, showed that the conqueror also had the ambitions of the
entrepreneur.

The kind of society which the conquerors and immigrants instinctively
set out to create was one that would approximate as nearly as possible
to the society they left behind in Europe. As a result, the fate of the
subjugated peoples was itself pre-ordained. They would be transformed,
in so far as this could be achieved, into Spanish-style peasants and
vassals. They would be made to conform to European notions about
work and incorporated into a wage-economy. They would be
Christianized and ‘civilized’, to the extent which their own weak
natures allowed. It was not for nothing that Cortés christened Mexico
New Spain.

One of the most striking characteristics of Spain itself, however, was
the increasingly powerful presence of the state. For a time, after the
death of Isabella in 1504, it had seemed that the work of the Catholic
Kings in strengthening the royal authority in Castile would be undone.
The revival of aristocratic factionalism threatened more than once to
plunge Castile back into the disorders of the fifteenth century. But
Ferdinand of Aragon, who survived his wife by twelve years, man-
oeuvred skilfully to preserve the authority of the crown. Cardinal
Jiménez de Cisneros, who acted as regent after the death of Ferdinand
in 1516, displayed similarly effective gifts of command, and Charles of
Ghent, Isabella’s young grandson, inherited in 1517 a country at peace.

But the peace was precarious, and the initial events of the new reign
did nothing to make it more secure. Charles’ election as Holy Roman
Emperor in June 1519, two months after the landing of Cortés in
Mexico, and his subsequent departure for Germany, served to precipitate
a revolt in the cities of Castile against the government of an alien and
absentee king. The revolt of the Comuneros (1520-1) drew deeply on
the constitutionalist traditions of medieval Castile and, if it had
triumphed, would have imposed institutional restraints on the develop-
ment of Castilian kingship. But the defeat of the rebels on the
battlefield at Villalar in April 1521 left Charles and his advisers free to
re-establish and extend the royal authority without serious impediment.
Under Charles, and still more under Philip II, his son and successor
(1556—98), an authoritarian and increasingly bureaucratic government
was to make its presence felt at innumerable points in the life of Castile.
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It was inevitable that this growing assertiveness of the state would
also have its impact on Castile’s overseas possessions. The aspirations
to state intervention had been there from the beginning, as the
capitulaciones between the crown and would-be conqueror bore
witness. But the process of conquest itself could all too easily slip out
of royal control. Time and distance played into the conguistadores’ hands,
and, if Cortés showed more deference than many in his behaviour
towards the crown, this was because he had the vision to realize that
he needed powerful supporters in Spain and the wit to appreciate that
it could pay to explain, so long as one acted first.

But the Emperor Charles V, like Ferdinand and Isabella before him,
had no intention of allowing his newly-acquired realms to slip from his
control. In New Spain Cortés saw himself systematically displaced by
royal officials. An audiencia, on the model of that of Santo Domingo
(1511), was established in Mexico in 1527, under what proved to be the
disastrously self-seeking presidency of Nufio de Guzmidn. This first
attempt at royal control created more evils than it cured, but the period
of government from 1530—5 by the second audiencia, composed of men
of far higher calibre than the first, made it clear that there would be
no place for its conqueror in the New Spain of the bureaucrats.

Cortés went relatively gracefully, but in Peru the establishment of
royal control was not achieved without a bitter struggle. The pretext
for the revolt of the Pizarrists from 1544—8 was the attempt to enforce
the New Laws; but behind it lay the unwillingness of men of the sword
to accept the control of men of the pen. It was symbolic that the
rebellion was crushed, not by a soldier but by one of those officials
trained in the law who were the prime object of conguistador hostility.
The Jlicenciado Pedro de La Gasca triumphed over the Pizarrists
because he was above all a politician, with the skill to exploit the
divisions within the conquistador community between the encomenderos
and the foot-soldiers who coveted their possessions.

In New Spain from the 153o0s, in Peru from the 1550s, the day of
the conquistador was over. A new, administrative conquest of the Indies
was getting under way, led by the audiencias and the viceroys. New
Spain acquired its first viceroy in 153§, in the person of Antonio de
Mendoza who served until 1550; and Peru, where an audiencia was
establishedin 1543, began to settle down under the viceregal government
of another Mendoza, the marquis of Cafiete (15 56—60). Gradually under
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the rule of the first viceroys, the controlling apparatus of royal authority
was clamped down on the new societies that the conguistadores, the friars
and the settlers were in process of creating. The Indies were beginning
to take their place within the capacious institutional framework of a
world-wide Spanish monarchy.
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THE INDIAN AND THE SPANISH
CONQUEST*

America, isolated from the rest of the world for thousands of years, had
a distinctive history, free of external influences. It was, therefore, a
complex interplay of internal factors which had by the beginning of the
sixteenth century bestowed upon the various indigenous societies many
different forms: highly structured states, more or less stable chiefdoms,
nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes and groups. And it was this hitherto
completely self-contained world which suddenly experienced a brutal
and unprecedented shock: the invasion of white men from Europe, the
clash with a profoundly different world.

The reaction of the native Americans to the Spanish invasion varied
considerably: from offers of alliance to more or less forced collaboration,
from passive resistance to unremitting hostility. Everywhere, however,
the arrival of these unknown beings caused the same amazement, no
less intense than that experienced by the conguistadores themselves: both
sides were discovering a new race of man whose existence they had not
even suspected. This chapter examines the effects of the Spanish
invasion on the Aztec and Inca empires during the first stage of colonial
rule (to the 1570s) with particular emphasis on the case of the Andes;
it also looks briefly at the ‘peripheral’ areas, north of the central
Mexican plateau, south and south-east of the central Andes, in order
to present the broadest possible picture of the ‘vision of the
vanquished’.

THE TRAUMA OF CONQUEST

In both Mexico and Peru native documents depict an atmosphere of
religious terror immediately before the arrival of the Spaniards. Even

* Translated from the French by Mr Julian Jackson; translation revised by Ms Olivia Harris,
Goldsmiths’ College London, and the Editor.
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if these were retrospective interpretations, such descriptions testify to
the trauma experienced by the native Americans: prophecies and
portents had foretold the end of time; then suddenly there appeared
four-legged monsters surmounted by white creatures of human
apearance.

In Tenochtitlan, for a whole year each night was lit up by a column
of fire which appeared in the east and seemed to rise from the earth to
the sky. A mysterious fire destroyed the temple of Huitzilopochtli; then
that of Xiuhtecuhtli was struck by lightning. A strange grey bird,
bearing a sort of mirror in the top of its head, was captured; when
Moctezuma examined the mirror ‘he caught sight of something in the
distance: it seemed to be a procession moving at speed, in which
imposing figures jostled and fought each other; they were mounted on
a species of stag’.! Among the Mayas, the Chilam Balam foretold
(perhaps after the event) the dawning of a new era: ‘When they raise
their signal on high, when they raise it with the tree of life, all will be
suddenly changed. And the successor of the first tree of life will appear,
and for all people the change will be clear.’? In Peru the last years
of Huayna Capac were disturbed by a series of unusually violent
earthquakes. Lightning struck the Inca’s palace, and comets appeared
in the sky. One day, during the celebrations of the festival of the Sun,
a condor was chased by a falcon and collapsed in the middle of the main
square of Cuzco: the bird was nursed, but it died. Finally, one bright
night the moon seemed to be ringed by a triple halo, the first the colour
of blood, the second a greenish-black, the third like smoke: according
to the soothsayers the blood indicated that a cruel war would tear apart
the children of Huayna Capac; the black foretold the destruction of
the Inca Empire; and the last halo that everything would disappear into
smoke.?

Widespread throughout America was the myth of the civilizing god
who, after his benevolent reign, disappears mysteriously, promising
men that one day he will return. In Mexico there was Quetzalcéatl who
departed towards the east, and in the Andes Viracocha who disappeared
in the western Sea. QuetzalcSatl was supposed to return in a ce-acat/
(one-reed) year, based on a §2-year cycle, while the Inca state was

1 Miguel Leén-Portilla, Visién de Jos vencidos. Relaciones indigenas de la Conguista (Mexico, 1959),

2—5; idem., El reverso de la Conguista. Relaciones a3tecas, mayas, ¢ incas (Mexico, 1964).

2 Chilam Balam de Chumayel, ed. and trans. Benjamin Péret (Paris, 1955), 217.

3 Garcilaso de La Vega, Comentarios reales de los Incas {1609), ed. Obras completas (Madrid, 1960),
1, 52, 352-4.
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supposed to end during the reign of the twelfth emperor. In Mexico
the Spaniards came from the east, and 1519 was indeed a ce-acat/ year;
in Peru they came from the west, and Atahuallpa was indeed the twelfth
Inca. Accordingly the Indians’ shock assumed a specific form: they
perceived events through the framework of myth, and, in certain
circumstances at least, conceived the arrival of the Spaniards as a return
of the gods.

It is striking that, from Mexico to Peru, the native descriptions pick
on the same characteristics to demonstrate the strangeness and power
of the invaders: their white skin, their beards, their horses, their writing
and their firearms. Hence the following account which Moctezuma was
given by his messengers:

Their bodies are completely muffled up; only their faces are to be seen and
they are white as chalk. They have yellow hair, although in some cases it is
black. Their beards are long; their moustaches are also yellow...They are
mounted on their ‘Stags’. Perched in this way they ride at the level of the
rooftops...If the shot [of a cannon] touches a hill, it seems to split it, to crack
it open, and if it strikes a tree it shatters it and crushes it, as if by a miracle,
as if someone had destroyed it by blowing from the inside.*

The scene in which Moctezuma received the Spaniards (in spite of some
of the doubts of his advisers) as if they were gods has remained famous:
he went to meet the invaders and offered them necklaces of flowers and
gold as a sign of welcome; then he delivered to Cortés the astonishing
speech which has been preserved for us by the informants of Sahagun:

My lozd...at last thou hast reached thy home: Mexico City. Thou hast come
to take thy place on thy throne, beneath thy royal canopy...

No, this is not a dream, I am not awakening from a dream, my senses still dulled
by sleep...I have already seen thee, I have already set eyes on thy countenance!
Such was indeed the legacy and message of our kings, of those who ruled, of
those who govemed thy city: according to their words thou wouldst be
installed on thy seat, on thy royal throne of majesty thou wouldst reach these
places.’

These Mexican accounts recall those of Andean chroniclers like
Titu Cusi: on their arrival the Spaniards were considered to be the
Viracochas, sons of the divine creator:

They said that they had seen the appearance in their country of creatures very
different from us, as much in their customs as their clothes: they resembled
the Viracochas, the name by which we referred, in times past, to the Creator

* Leén-Portilla, Visidn de los vencidos, 34—5. 8 Ibid., 39-8o.
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of all things. They saw them mounted on huge animals with feet of silver: this
caused by the glint of their shoes in the sun. And they also called them
Viracochas because they saw that they were able to talk to each other without
difficulty by means of pieces of white Cloth: this because of their reading of
books and letters.®

It is true that beliefs in the divinity of the Spanish were soon
destroyed: their strange conduct, their frenzy at the sight of gold, their
brutality, quickly shattered these beliefs. And not all Americans be-
gan with such illusions. The intrusion of the Europeans was for the
indigenous societies an unprecedented event which interrupted the
normal course of existence. Confronted with this incursion of the
unknown, the Indians’ view of the world implied at least the possibility
that the white men were gods. But the answer to the question could
be positive or negative according to the place and the circumstances.
Evidence of this is shown by a remarkable incident. Approaching
Cuzco, Pizarro’s soldiers captured messengers sent by Callcuchima to
Quizquiz; they were bearing important news about the nature of the
invaders: ‘Callcuchima had sent them to inform Quizquiz that they
[the Spaniards] were mortal.’?

How could empires as powerful as those of the Aztecs or the Incas be
destroyed so rapidly by a few hundred Spaniards? Undoubtedly the
invaders benefited from superior arms: steel swords against lances of
obsidian, metal armour against tunics padded with cotton, arquebuses
against bows and arrows, cavalry against infantry. But this technical
superiority seems to have been of limited importance: the Spanish
possessed few fire-arms at the time of the conquest, and these were slow
to fire; their impact at the beginning was, like that of the horses,
primarily psychological.

The Spanish victory was certainly helped by the political and ethnic
divisions of the Indian world: the Aztec and Inca empires had
themselves been built up by successive conquests. Certain groups saw
the arrival of the invaders as an opportunity to free themselves of
oppressive domination: thus it was the Indians themselves who
provided Cortés and Pizarro with the bulk of their conquering armies,
which were as large as the Aztec and Inka armies against which they
¢ Tite Cusi Yupangui Inca, Relacién de la Conguista del Persi y bechos del Inca Manco, II [1570],

Coleccion de libros y documentos referentes a la Historia del Peru, 1st series, 11 (Lima, 1916),

8—9.
7 Historical Archives of Cuzco, ‘Genealogia de la casa y familia de Sayri Tupac’, libro 1, indice
1, fo. 147v, and libro 4, indice 6, fo. 38t.
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fought. In Mexico the recently conquered Totonacs revolted against
Moctezuma and allied themselves with the Spaniards, who subsequently
received decisive support from the Tlaxcalans. In Peru, the Huascar
faction rallied to Pizarro, and he also secured the assistance of groups
such as the Cafiaris or the Huancas who refused to accept the rule of
the Incas.

The outcome of the conflict did not depend only on the strength of
the opposing forces: from the perspective of the defeated, the European
invasion also contained a religious, even cosmic, dimension. Looting,
massacres, fires: the Indians were living through the end of a world;
defeat meant that the traditional gods had lost their supernatural
power. The Aztecs believed themselves to be the chosen people of
Huitzilopochtli, the Sun god of war; their mission was to bring under
his rule the peoples surrounding Tenochtitlan on all four sides. Thus
the fall of the city meant infinitely more than just a military rout. It also
ended the reign of the Sun god. Earthly life had henceforth lost all
meaning, and since the gods were dead it remained only for the Indians
also to die:

Let us die, then,
Let us die, then
For our gods are already dead.®

In the society of the Andes, the Inca, as son of the Sun, mediated
between gods and men and was himself worshipped as a god. He
represented in a sense the bodily centre of the universe whose harmony
he guaranteed. The death of the Inca represented the disappearance of
the living reference point of the universe, the brutal destruction of its
order. It is for this reason that the whole natural world participated in
the drama of defeat:

The sun turns yellow,
and night falls
mysteriously;
... The death of the Inca reduces
time to the batting of an eyelid;
... The earth refuses to bury
its Lord,
... And the rocky cliffs tremble for their master
chanting dirges.’
8 Libros de los Cologuios de los Doce, in Walter Lehmann, Sterbende Gotter und Christliche Heilsbotchaft
(Stuttgart, 1949), 102; similarly in Leén-Portilla, E/ reverso de la Conguista, 25.

Y Apu Inca Atawallpaman, in Leén-Portilla, E/ reverso de la Conguista, 182—3. See also, Elliot,
CHLA, 1, ch. 6.
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DESTRUCTURATION

The trauma of the conquest was not limited to the psychological impact
of the arrival of white men and the defeat of the ancient gods. Spanish
rule, while making use of native institutions, at the same time brought
about their disintegration, leaving only partial structures which survived
outside the relatively coherent context which had given them meaning.
The destructive consequences of the conquest affected the native
societies at every level: demographic, economic, social and ideological.
After its first contact with the Europeans, the Amerindian population
everywhere underwenta demographic collapse of historically exceptional
proportions. For the central Mexican plateau Sherburne F. Cook and
Woodrow Borah have proposed the (perhaps excessive) figure of 25
million inhabitants before the arrival of the Spaniards. For the Andes
various estimates have been made; but a population of about ten million
for the whole of the Inca empire seems a reasonable assessment.!?
But in the 30 years following the invasion the population fell at a
vertiginous rate. The Indians of the island of Hispaniola, for example,
were wiped out completely, while on the Mexican plateau the population
fell by more than go per cent according to Cook and Borah:
1519: 25.0 million
1532: 16.8 million
1548: 6.3 million
1568: 2.65 million
1580: 1.9 million
The rate of the population fall seems to have been less steep in the
Andes: the Indians from the cold areas, notably those of the al/tiplano,
survived the catastrophe better than elsewhere. Thus the population of
the Lupaca, on the west bank of Lake Titicaca, diminished by only
20—25 per cent in 30 years. On the other hand, population decline in the
northern Andes, on the coast or in the warm valleys, reached levels
comparable to that of Mesoamerica. So far as the fragmentary sources
allow us to judge, the overall fall was, as in Mexico, very steep up to
the 1560s, and then became more gradual:
1530: 10.0 million
¢. 1560: 2.5 million
¢. 1590: 1.5 million!!
10 See Note on the native American population on the eve of the European invasion, CHLA L.

11 For a discussion of the collapse of the Indian population following the European invasions,
see Sinchez-Albornoz, CHL A, 11, ch. 1. On the Andes in particular, see Nathan Wachtel, La

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Indian and the Spanish Conguest 213

What were the reasons for this catastrophe? The main cause was
disease. The Europeans brought with them new diseases (smallpox,
measles, ‘influenza’, ‘plague’) against which the American Indians,
isolated for thousands of years from the rest of humanity, had no
defence. As early as 1519 Aztec resistance had been weakened by the
smallpox epidemic which broke out during the siege of Tenochtitlan.
The epidemic then spread throughout Central America and perhaps
even as far as the Andes: in 1524, even before Pizarro’s first expedition,
a strange disease, characterized as a sort of smallpox or measles, caused
thousands of deaths (including that of the Inca Huayna Capac) in the
Inca empire. In the years 1529—34 measles again affected first the
Caribbean, then Mexico and Central America. The notorious matlagabuat!
devastated New Spain in 1545 and New Granada and Peru during the
following year. In 1557 an ‘influenza’ epidemic which came directly
from Europe, hit Central America; in 1558—9 smallpox again spread to
Peru. Matlazahuatl re-emerged in 1576 in Mexico. And during the years
1586—9 a triple epidemic of smallpox, plague and ‘influenza’, emanating
from Quito, Cuzco and Potosi, ravaged the whole of the Andes.!?

Even if it is accepted that these epidemics were the main cause of
the demographic decline, it cannot be denied that the Spanish conquest
was itself a period of murderous oppression. The first population
censuses of the native population show an excessively high male
mortality rate, most probably owing to war and the exactions of the
tribute.!3 Other documents refer to individual or collective suicides and
practices of abortion, at the same time betraying a mood of despair and
serving as a form of protest. The age pyramids which can be constructed
for the second half of the sixteenth century suggest a fall in the birth
rate which can be interpreted as another consequence of the trauma of
the conquest.

It is clear that a population collapse of this magnitude completely
Viision des vaincus. Les Indiens du Pérou devant la conquéte espagnole 1530—1570 (Partis, 1971), 135—40,
318~2z1, and Noble David Cook, Demagrapbic collapse. Indian Peru, 1520—1620 (Cambridge, 1981).
Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva cordnica y buen gobierno [1614] (Pasis, 1936), 114; Pedro
Cieza de Ledn, Primera parte de la Cronica del Peru [1550] (Madrid, 1941), 71; Fernando de
Montesinos, Memorias antiguas historiales y politicas del Peru [1644) (Madtid, 1906), 1, 254; Bemabé
Cobo, Historia del Nuevo Munds [1653) (Madrid, 1965), 11, 447; Henry F. Dobyns, ‘An outline
of Andean epidemic history to 1720°, Bulletin of the History of Medicine (1963), 493—515; Wachtel,
La Vision des vaincus, 147-9.

This phenomenon is clearly seen in the visitas of liigo Ortiz de Ziifiiga, Visita de la provincia
de Ledn de Hudnsco en 1562, 1 and 11 (Hudnuco, 1967-9), and of Garei Diez de San Miguel, Visita
becha a la Provincia de Chucuito en el afio 1567 (Lima, 1964). For adults between ages 21 and so,

the former reveals the figure of 56 men for every 100 women, the latter 82 men for every 100
women.
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disorganized the traditional structures of the native societies. The
answers to a questionnaire which formed the basis of the Relaciones
geogrdficas de Indias [1582—6)] informs us how the Indians themselves
viewed their own demographic situation. The investigators asked their
informants whether the number of Indians had increased or declined
since the period before the conquest, whether they enjoyed better or
worse health, and to explain the causes of any changes that had taken
place. The answers mostly point in the same direction: the Indians felt
that they lived less long and were in less good health. The causes of
the decline were given in order of importance as war, epidemics,
migrations of population and overwork. These causes seem to be
plausible and also to tally with each other. But the seemingly absurd
and implausible nature of some of the answers makes them all the more
revealing. In some cases the Indians attributed the fall in their numbers
or their shorter life span to the fact that they had less work to do, that
they were freer and better fed:

... And they lived longer in the old days than now, and they attribute this to
the fact that they ate and drank less then.

... And because they indulge in more vices than before and have more freedom,
they live less healthy lives...

... They lived longer because before, they say, they led more orderly lives than
they do now, and because there was not such an abundance of things, nor did
they have the opportunities which they now have to eat and drink and indulge
in other vices, and with all the work they had to do when the Inka reigned,
there was not even any wine, which generally shortens life.'*

Can such answers be explained by a desire to please or by fear? If
so, it is surprising that those answering the questionnaire did not
hesitate at other times to complain about their lot. It is more likely that
the apparently inexplicable feeling of too much freedom actually
corresponded to the void left by the disappearance of the former
structures of the state and the collapse of the traditional rules of
conduct. It is striking that the last quotation also mentions the ravages
of alcoholism (a theme to which we will return later) as one of the causes
of depopulation. In other words, what these answers demonstrate is the
disintegration of those economic, social and religious systems which had
previously given a meaning to the tasks of daily life. In short, the
demographic changes reflected the destructuration of the native world.

' Relaciones geograficas de Indias [1582~6], ed. M. Jimenez de la Espada (Madrid, 1881—98, 4 vols.;
re-ed. 1965, 3 vols.), 1, 889, 120, 222, 330.
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To understand the processes of destructuration it is necessary first to
outline the distinctive features of the pre-Columbian civilizations.
However, since these have been discussed in an earlier section of this
volume, only one example — the central and southern Andes — will be
the subject of closer examination here.!®

Before the rise of Tahuantinsuyu (the Inca state), this vast area was
populated by tens of different groups of widely varying size: thus, the
Chupachos of the Hudnuco region consisted of a-small chieftaincy of
about 10,000 people, while the Lupacas on the west bank of Lake
Titicaca made up a powerful kingdom of over 100,000 inhabitants. The
Incas of the Cuzco region represented, at the beginning, an ethnic
group of only relatively minor importance, which stood out from the
others only because of its unique place in history.

The basic unit of the different ethnic groups was the ay//# (analogous
to the Mexican calpulli) which formed an endogamous nucleus, uniting
a certain number of kinship groups who possessed collectively a specific
(but often disconnected) territory. Grouped together, these basic units
fitted together to form moieties, and then larger units still, until they
comprised the entire ethnic group. This same term ayllu can be applied
to all the various levels superimposed in this way on each other, each
more inclusive than the one before. The Inca state was in a sense the
pinnacle of this immense structure of interlocking units. It imposed a
political and military apparatus on all of these ethnic groups while
continuing to rely on the hierarchy of local lotds, or curacas. Within the
ayllu in the strict sense of the term, grazing land was held in common
and arable land was allocated to domestic family units in proportion
to their size; so this distribution in theory took place periodically. In
accordance with the ideal of self-subsistence which was a feature of
Andean society, a family unit could claim a parcel of land in each
ecological sector, so as to combine complementary products from land
at different altitudes (maize, potatoes, guinoa, grazing for llamas, etc.).
This claim was not restricted to the means of production (such as land
or livestock), it also extended to the workforce: each head of family
had the right to ask his relations, allies or neighbours to come and help
him cultivate his plot of land; in exchange he was bound to offer them
food and chicha, and to help them when they asked him to. This mutual

1% See also Murra, CHL A, 1, ch. 3.
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aid was the ideological and material foundation of all social relations,
and it governed the whole process of production.

This system of exchanges spread to all levels of social organization:
between members of the ayllu at the base; within the moieties and the
ethnic group in the service of a curaca; and at the level of the empire
in the service of the Inca. There was, however, from one level to the
next a gradual transition from reciprocity based on symmetry and
equality to an increasingly hierarchical and unequal reciprocity. The
services of the subjects of Tahuantinsuyu were an extension of those
which they provided to the local gods and to the curacas. Collectively
they worked the lands of the Inca and of the Sun, in a spirit of religious
ritual, and in return they received food — chicha and coca; or they made
cloth and clothes, using the Inca’s flocks; and finally, they periodically
petformed the service of the mita, public works or war service. But
while at the level of the ayllu (and even at that of the ethnic group)
kinship continued to regulate the organization of labour, the distribution
of land and the consumption of what was produced, within the
framework of the empire the services provided by the Inca’s subjects
allowed the development of an infrastructure (granaries, fortresses,
roads, etc.) of a different nature. In other words, the imperial Inca mode
of production was based on the ancient communal mode of production
which it left in place, while exploiting the principle of reciprocity to
legitimate its rule.

The extension of the mitmaq system, already applied within the
framework of the ethnic group, constituted one of the most remarkable
achievements of the Inca Empire. We know that the nuclear settlements
on the highlands — devoted to the rearing of animals and production
of tubers — realized their ideal of self-sufficiency by sending  colonists’
(mitmaq) to settlements at lower altitudes, in order to have access to the
produce of the warm valleys (maize, cotton, coca, etc.). In these
complementary ‘colonies’ members of widely separated highland
groups found themselves living alongside each other in the lowlands,
so that the population of their little ‘islands’ became intermingled; but
the centres from which they originated did not exercise political control
over the territories lying in between, and in this way they formed
‘vertical archipelagos’ of varying size.’® The Inca state took up this
method of organization for its own purposes, in order to carve out vast

8 See John V. Murtra, Formaciones econdmicas y politicas del mundo andino (Lima, 1975) and La
organigacién econdmica del estado inca (Mexico, 1978). See also Murra, CHL. A4, 1, ch. 3.
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areas of cultivation, whether of coca (as in the Songo Valley), or, above
all, of maize (for example in the Abancay, Yucay, or Cochabamba
valleys).}?

Recent research makes it possible, in the case of Cochabamba, to
analyse this process of colonization in detail: Huayna Capac, the last
Inka but one, expelled almost all the indigenous populations (the Cotas
and the Chuis) from the valley, and settled them at Pocona, further east,
to protect the ‘frontier’ against the Chiriguanos; and he seized their
lands for the state. To cultivate this land he transferred into the valley
14,000 workers ‘ of all nations’, mostly from the altiplano, but sometimes
from even further afield, from the Cuzco region, and even from Chile.
Some wetre supposed to live permanently (perpetuos) near the fields and
granaries of Cochabamba (these were mitmagq in the proper sense of the
term) while others made the journey every year, as mita. Each ‘nation’
or ethnic group was given responsibility for a certain number of plots,
or suyus. All the maize grown was earmarked essentially for the army.
But a certain number of plots were set aside for the subsistence of the
workers, and others were accorded to different curacas who could
redistribute the products among their subjects. The Indians who were
transplanted to the Cochabamba Valley thus acquired new land at the
expense of the old inhabitants.!®

This process was repeated in numerous regions of Tahuantinsuyu:
although the model of the ‘vertical archipelago’ was already deeply
embedded in Andean society, the Inca state extended it to a hitherto
unprecedented extent, and despatched mitmaq throughout the empire.
This policy was developed further by increasing the number of yana,
personal dependants who had been cut off from any family ties,
employed by the Inca at various levels within the area under his control.
But did the logic of the state system not conflict with the principle of
reciprocity which continued to prevail in the ayllu? It was precisely this
contradiction which was brought into the open by the Spanish invasion.

7 On the Abancay valley, see Waldemar Espinoza Sotiano, ‘Colonias de mitmas miltiples en
Abancay, siglos XV y XVI. Una informacién inédita de 1575 para la etnohistoria andina’,
Revista del! Museo Nacional, 31 (1973), 225-99; on the Yucay valley, see Horacio Villanueva
Urteaga, ‘Documentos sobre Yucay en el siglo XV1°, Revista del Archivo Histérico del Cuzco,
(1970), 1—184; Maria Rostworowski de Diez Caaseco, ‘El repartimiento de doiia Beatriz
Coya en el valle de Yucay’, Historia y Cultura, (1970), 153~267; Wachtel, La Vision des vaincus,
168—76 and 202-6. The documents on the Songo valley (in the Archivo General de Indias
at Seville) are still unpublished.

18 Nathan Wacheel, ‘Les mitimaes de 1a vallée de Cochabamba. La Politique de colonisation de
Huayna Capac’, Journal de la Société des Américanistes, 67 (1980~1), 297-324.
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After the capture and death of Atahuallpa, the structures of the state
collapsed; regional and, above all, local institutions survived, but
divorced from the overall framework which had given them meaning.
Numerous mitmagq returned to their places of origin, and the ‘archi-
pelagos’ which the Inca had organized (such as those of Songo,
Abancay or Cochabamba) disappeared. But the model of self-sufficiency
and ‘vertical complementarity’ continued to be applied at the level of
the ethnic groups: thus the society of the Andes embarked on a long
process of fragmentation. This breaking up of economic and social
activity was hastened by the Spaniards when they parcelled out the
encomiendas: chiefdoms which had hitherto formed coherent political,
social and economic units were often divided between several bene-
ficiaries, so that far-outlying settlements found themselves detached
from the authority of their legitimate lords.

Thus, the ancient kingdom of the Lupacas became a repartimiento of

the crown, while its Pacific Coast ‘colonies’ were granted to a certain
Juan de San Juan; it required the intervention of Polo de Ondegardo
to restore the people to their settlements of origin. But this was an
exceptional case: in this example the famous chronicler had been
defending the interests of the crown. It should be noted that this same
Polo acted in the opposite way when his personal interest was at stake.
He had received part of the valley of Cochabamba as an encomienda
which included the mitmaq who had been previously settled there by
the Inca and were now claimed by the curacas of the altiplano,
successors of their former Caranga, Sora, Quillaca and Charca chief-
tains. This led to prolonged litigation during which Polo argued that
the mitmaq should be detached from the authority of their highland
chieftains because the Carangas (like the Lupacas) had lost access to
their settlements once situated on the Pacific Coast:
After His Majesty instituted the repartimiento system in this kingdom, he
divided up all the mitimaes, lands and plots in the place where they happened
to be, and the lands concerned were allocated to the said Indians and their
encomenderos, and this was general throughout all this kingdom, and so the
Carangas were left without any lands or mitimaes on the coast, and the same
happened to those of Chucuito.'®

The Carangas, indeed, lost their coastal ‘colonies’, but (as the
Memorial de Charcas, drawn up in 1583, testifies) they retained some of

1% Archivo Historico de Cochabamba, AR 1540, fos. 353r—353v.
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the suyos which they had been granted by the Inka in the Cochabamba
Valley, as did also the Soras, the Quillacas and the Charcas.?® The
Andean model of the archipelago thus came into conflict with the
Spanish conception which linked the Indians to the place where they
lived; the Andean model did survive, but only by being restricted to
ever-diminishing areas.

Phenomena whose existence had hitherto been unknown transformed
the pre-Columbian world: the most important elements of this process
of destructuration seem to have been the new forms of tribute, the
introduction of money and the market economy.

The upheavals were certainly more profound in Peru than in Mexico,
since the subjects of the Inca (in contrast to the macehuales of the
Aztec empire) only owed the state labour services and not payments
in kind. During the early colonial period until the middle of the
sixteenth century, in both Mexico and Peru, the level of the tribute
levied by the encomenderos was not fixed by any official measure. The
first tax assessments which were drawn up in the 15505, besides
including labour services (which, in the Andes, took up the ancient
tradition of the mita), consisted of numerous and disparate payments:
maize, wheat, potatoes, sheep, pigs, poultry, eggs, fish, fruit, coca, salt,
cloth and various manufactured articles. Often, when they did not
produce one of these items, the Indians had to obtain it by barter, which
forced them to travel long distances. Silver tribute also dated from this
period, but was limited in quantity compared to the overall payments.
Soon the assessments were simplified: items of secondary importance
disappeared, while silver increased, and became the major form of
tribute from the 1570s.

How did the Spanish tribute compare with the pre-Columbian? We
lack exact figures, but there is no doubt that at first the encomenderos
imposed their decisions arbitrarily and without restraint and that later
they did not always respect the letter of the tax laws. There were many
examples of abuse. The method of taxation was also unfair. In each
repartimiento liabilities were assessed according to the number of
tributaries, and the Indians were collectively responsible for payment.
However, as a result of demographic collapse, a discrepancy quickly
developed between the original assessmentsand the declining population,

* Waldemar Espinoza Soriano, E/ memorial de Charcas (Crénica intdita de 1582) Lima, 1969).
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as is revealed by the frequent cases of litigation between the encomendero
and the native communities, especially soon after an epidemic. The
Indians would appeal to the authorities to carry out a revisita to adjust
the assessment to the actual number of those liable to pay. But even
when a revaluation was carried out, the burden of the colonial system
still had to be supported by a smaller number of Indians.

At the same time, although in a sense continuing the obligations
which had in the past been owed to the pre-Columbian state, the Spanish
tribute broke up the system of which they had formed a logical part.
Thus, according to the investigation of Ortiz de Zuiiga in 1562, the
Chupachos owed a textile tribute, as in the time of Tahuantinsuyu.
But the Inca had provided them with raw materials — in this case wool
— and they had made him clothes of cumbi. Now the encomendero
demanded cotton clothes, and the transaction was entirely one-way since
the Indians themselves provided the cotton, having grown it in their
own fields: ‘... And they give them cloth not of cumb:i but of cotton,
which they grow and harvest, and the Inca used to give them wool for
cumbi cloth.” ‘... And they wanted their encomendero to give them
cotton to make cloth’

The Spaniards (whether encomenderos or not), aided by the decline
in population, which meant an increase in fallow land, were not slow
to usurp some of the land hitherto worked by the Indians. But, since
the new rulers clearly took the lands with the best soil, their
appropriations drove the Indians onto marginal land. Throughout Peru
the lands of the Inca, of the Sun and of the Awacas were deemed to be
the property of the crown, whose subjects benefited from this in the
form of mercedes. Thus, the burden of the tribute was shifted onto the
Indians’ communal lands:

...and the lands on which they used to grow maize and foodstuffs for the Inka
were in this valley, including where this village now stands, and the district
round it. This land was distributed to the Spanish inhabitants when the village

was founded, but now the Indians have marked out some of their own land
to grow maize, wheat and potatoes for tribute.

Thus it is hardly surprising that the Spanish tribute seemed heavier
than that of the Inca. One of Ortiz de Ziifiiga’s questions was directed
precisely to finding out how much time the Chupachos now devoted
to work in order to make these payments. The answer was hardly ever
other than between seven and eight months. The Indians complained
of having insufficient time to cultivate their own fields, to the extent
of actually protesting to Lima:
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And at present they feel more exhausted than ever in the past for everybody
works, married men and women, old men and women, youths and gitls and
children, and there is nobody left, which is why they went to the court in Lima
to ask for justice and the lightening of their burdens.?!

Above all the change was a qualitative one. The ideology upon which
the Inca system was based lay in ruins. In the new society dominated
by the Spaniards, all idea of reciprocity and redistribution had lost its
meaning. To be more precise, the Spanish system did make use of
fragments of the old system, reciprocity did continue to play a part in
the relations between the ayllus and the curacas, and the curacas did still
provide a link between the Indians and the new rulers; but while in
Tahuantinsuyu reciprocity had given rise to a rotation of wealth
(even if it was theoretical and unequal) between the ayllus, the curacas
and the Inca, Spanish rule resulted in a one-way transfer without
reciprocity. In short, if the Spaniards had inherited the Inca’s centralizing
role, they failed to ensure the redistribution of wealth for the benefit
of all. While the system of payments (whether real or symbolic) in the
Inca empire functioned within a balanced and circular structure, the
Spanish tribute was unbalanced and unilateral.

The development of the silver tribute from the 15 50s forced the Indians
to take up new activities in order to obtain the necessary precious metal.
The mines of Mexico, especially Zacatecas from 1545, experienced an
influx of free workers (naborios). The Potosi mines became the main pole
of attraction in the central and southern Andes. From 1553 the Indians
of the Chucuito province (the former Lupaca kingdom) dispatched
mitayos to the mines, enabling their lords to gather the 2,000 pesos
needed for the tribute. A new tax assessment in 1559 raised it to 18,000
pesos and stipulated that 500 mitayos should be sent. Other Indians
hired themselves out to Spanish merchants as transporters of goods (by
convoy of llamas) or went into the towns to work as building labourers.
In this way a market economy developed in certain sectors, to the
detriment of the traditional economy. Already the curacas were com-
plaining that many of their subjects travelled far afield, and no longer
came back.??

But at Potosi the Indians were able to impose their own working
conditions on the Spaniards. For almost 30 years, from 1545 until about
1574, they controlled both the technical process of mining the ore and

21 Ortiz de Zuiliga, Visita, fos. 221, 181, 231, 331.
22 Diez de San Miguel, Visita, fos. 87v, 48v, 107v.
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its transformation into silver. The only method used during these years
was, therefore, that of the buayra, the traditional native foundry, usually
placed in the hills to make use of the wind.?? On the other hand, during
this same period the mitayos still accounted for only a small proportion
of the workforce which consisted mainly of Indians detached from their
own communities, and considered as_yamaconas. They formed teams of
workers who made what were, in effect, contracts with the mineros: they
provided their own tools, agreed to deliver a fixed quantity of ore, and
were allowed to keep the surplus for themselves. Thus, the Indians,
having ore at their own disposal, transformed it themselves in their own
huayras, and produced silver directly. The mineros had to resort again
to native labour to transform their part of the ore, and this was a further
source of earnings for the Indians. During the period in which the
huayra was used, the Spaniards made numerous attempts to free
themselves of the Indian technological monopoly; but, as Garcilaso de
la Vega describes, all such attempts failed:

The mine owners, seeing that in this way of smelting with natural wind their
riches were dissipated through many hands, and as many were those who shared
in them, they tried to remedy the situation in order to enjoy the metal and the
proceeds themselves. They therefore began to pay the miners on a daily basis,
and built their own smelters instead of using those of the Indians, for up until
then, it had been the Indians who had extracted the silver, the arrangement
being that the owners had a right to a certain amount of silver for every quintal
extracted. In their greed, they made huge bellows, which could blow the
furnaces from afar, like natural wind. But they did not even use this artifice,
but made machines and wheels with sails, like those on windmills, but drawn
by horses. However, they found these of no use, and no longer trusting their
inventions, they stuck to what the Indians had invented.?*

It was not until the amalgamation process was introduced under
viceroy Toledo in 1§74 that the Spaniards were able to break the Indian
control of silver production. This was the beginning of a new era of
colonial history. But it is true that, even during the huayra stage, all
the silver produced by the Indians went back into circulation in the
colonial system. Those who went to work at Potosi in order to pay the
tribute delivered it to their encomenderos or to the crown. And as the
Spaniards, on their side, dominated the rest of the market (especially

2 On this so-called buayra petiod in Postosi, see Carlos Sempat Assadourian, ‘La produccién de
la mercancia dinero en la formacién del mercado interno colonial. El caso del espacio peruano,
siglo XV1I’, in Ensayos sobre el desarollo econdmico de Mexico y America Latina, ed. Enrique
Florescano (Mexico, 1979), 223—92.

# Garcilaso de la Vega, Comentarios reales, quoted by Catlos Sempat Assadourian, op. ¢#t., 246.
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that of coca and maize), they recovered the silver remaining in the
possession of the free workers through trade. The introduction of
money, therefore, ultimately integrated the Indians into the economic
system as a labour reserve.

The changes in the economic system were accompanied, both in Peru
and Mexico, by the dismantling of the social structure, but the process
took different forms in each area. It is not known to what extent the
ayllu and the calpulli were affected by the consequences of the European
invasion, but it does seem that they both continued to function as the
basic cells of Indian society. The nature of the upheaval emerges more
clearly at the two extremes of the social scale: those Indians, an
increasingly large proportion of the population, who were no longer
part of the communal sector of the economy, and those lords who lost
many of their traditional powers.

In the two viceroyalties a pattern of migration developed, which the
collectors of tribute soon began to bemoan. In Peru, besides the
population shifts caused by the conquest itself, the civil wars between
the partisans of Pizarro and Amalgro, which raged until 1548, helped
to uproot the population. Many Indians, recruited into the opposing
armies and taken far from their home villages, either ended up swelling
the ranks of vagrants or remained as yanaconas in the service of the
Spaniards. It will be recalled that in Tahuantinsuyu the term yana
designated those Indians free of family ties and personally dependent
on the curaca or the Inca. But, whereas before.the arrival of the
Spaniards, they had still only comprised a small proportion of the
population, their numbers now began to multiply. Their status,
however, continued to vary considerably: if the yanaconas of Potosi
seem to have been free of personal dependence, this was not the case
for those who went to work on the emerging haciendas or those
employed by the Spaniards as domestic servants. Apart from such
differences, the bulk of the Andean population was divided into two
categories: the hatunruna (or Indians of the communities who were
subject to the tribute and the mita); and the yanaconas, considered to
be of lower social status, but in practice free from the obligations owed
by the other Indians.

Out of this distinction there developed a crucial difference between
the two viceroyalties in later centuries. In Peru, the expansion in the
number of yanaconas (and then of forasteros) created a problem whose
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seriousness, although not evident in the sixteenth century, came into
the open during the seventeenth century and was to last throughout the
colonial period: it contained the embryo of the struggle between, on
one side, the bacendados (who kept hold over part of the workforce) and,
on the other, the mineros (deprived of mitayos) and the crown (deprived
of tribute): the problem of subjecting the yanaconas and forasteros to
the obligations which weighed on the rest of the Indians was to
dominate the future history of the central and southern Andes.

It is true that the interests of the hacendados, the mineros and the
crown also diverged in Mexico. But the pre-Columbian class of mayegses,
in a sense comparable to the yanaconas of the Andes except that they
formed a larger proportion of the population, suffered an entirely
different fate. Before the arrival of the Spaniards, the mayeques owed
payments not to the representatives of the #atoani of Tenochtitlan but
to the local native lords. Because the Spanish tribute was modelled on
the Aztec system, these Indians, like the yanaconas of the Andes, at first
escaped the payments that the macehuales of the communities owed to
their encomenderos. But after 1560 the mayeques were in their turn
registered as tributaries, and this blurred the distinctions of the
pre-Columbian world: in this respect the native population of Mexico
became increasingly undifferentiated.

At the other end of the social scale, the members of the native nobility
were henceforth forced to act as intermediaries between the Spaniards
and the Indians owing tribute. The descendants of the old ruling castes
lost the essence of their power, although they continued to play an
important role: they retained a position of privilege only because they
agreed to collaborate with the Spaniards. The heirs of Moctezuma
(Diego Huanintzin, Diego Tehuetzqui, Cristobal de Guzman Cecepatic,
Luis de Santa Maria Cipac) held the office of #atoani and gobernador of
Tenochtitlan until 1565. Then the ‘legitimate’ dynasty ceased to hold
any important administrative position:

No more were the natives of Mexico to be gobernadores or to rule the altepet!
of Mexico Tenochtitlan. No more were there to be descendants of the great
tlatoque or the tlagotlatocapipiltin. There were to be only people from other
places, some pipiltin, some not pipiltin, and others mestizos, whose Spanish
ancestry is not known, nor do we know if they were pipiltin or maceguales.?®

# Alvarado Tezozomoe, Crdnica mexicayotl, quoted in Charles Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish
rule. A history of the Indians of the valley of Mexico, 1519—1810 (Stanford, 1964), 169.
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In Peru, the three sons of Huayna Capac — Tupac Huallpa (who was
soon poisoned), Manco (before his revolt in 1536) and, above all, Paullu
—agreed to play the role of puppet Inca, according to the designs of
Pizarro or Amalgro. When Manco’s son, Sayri Tupac, surrendered, he
was confirmed in his ownership of the encomienda of Yucay, among
other possessions; his daughter, Princess Beatriz, married Martin Garcia
de Loyola (nephew of St Ignatius), and his descendants became rapidly
hispanicized.

The lords of Chucuito, Martin Cari and Martin Cusi, who were
respondents in the survey of Garci Diez in 1567, did not belong to the
Inca nobility but to the leading dynasties of the two moieties of the
former Lupaca kingdom. Their ancestors were overlords of the lands
cultivated not only by their tributaries from Chucuito but also by the
tributaries of six other pueblos of the province. But, at the time of Garci
Diez’s visita, the area of these cultivated lands had greatly diminished
through lack of upkeep: Martin Cari and Martin Cusi now received
payments only from the Indians of Chucuito, while the tributaries of
the other pueblos no longer provided them with their traditional
services: ‘And in the villages of Juli, Pomata and Zepita they were
obliged to plant another tweaty plots in each village, and they have not
done so even though there is land enough for it.” The Indians of Juli,
interrogated in their turn, explained that the curacas of Chucuito had
not requested them to sow the lands. Now traditionally this ‘request’
had of course been to a certain extent part of the framework of the bonds
of reciprocity which united curaca and ayllu: it was these bonds which
were now being loosened. It is revealing that, although Martin Cari still
had cultivated land at his disposal at Acora, in the neighbouring
Chucuito pueblo, it was no longer worked by the Indians of the
community; the curaca had adopted an entirely different solution,
developing a trend which had started at the end of the Inka era, and
been speeded up by colonial rule: he had the fields cultivated by yanas,
that is to say outside the bonds of reciprocity linking curaca and ayllu.

But, at the level of the respective moieties of other Lupaca villages,
at Acora, Ilave, Juli, Pomata, Yunguyo and Zepita, the local curacas
(theoretically of a lower rank than Cari or Cusi) maintained their
authority over their subjects and continued to receive payments from
them (as Cari and Cusi did in Chucuito). The Indians placed a certain
number of mitayos at their disposal for regular service; and collectively
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they cultivated the fields of the lords, who provided them with the seed
and rewarded them by gifts of food, coca and clothing. Thus, in the
upper Hanan moiety of Juli:

For each of the two said caciques 30 plots of land are sown with potatoes,
quinoa and cafiagua, and the caciques provide the seeds, and for the planting
all the Indian men, women and young men gather together to carry out the
work, and they give them good meals of potatoes, chufio and meat, with coca
and chicha during the days they are working, and they give Don Baltazar
fourteen Indians and Don Francisco ten to serve them.?¢

At the intermediate level of the moiety lords, then, the bonds of
reciprocity survived the process of destructuration intact.

On the other hand, at the lowest level, that of the ayllu lords, there
was a total collapse. The former Lupaca kingdom had consisted of about
150 ayllu, that is, at least equal in number to the curacas. But for the
entire province of Chucuito, Garci Diez counted only 36 lords exempt
from the tribute: thus, most of the ayllu lords had lost their privileges
and were subject to the same obligations as the other Indians. Their
fate was comparable to that of the Chupachu lords who ruled over a
much smaller ethnic group, and complained to Ortiz de Zufiiga of
having to make payments to their encomenderos: ‘And at present the
said caciques and leading men are not held in such esteem as under the
Inka, for all have to contribute whether they be caciques, leading men,
or commoners.’%?

These examples illustrate a twofold development — a fragmentation
and a concentration of power: the fragmentation was a result of the
lower status of the senior curacas, and the concentration benefited the
intermediate level of the curacas of the moieties, at the expense of the
ayllu lords.

In colonial Peru the moieties usually made up the units for the
payment of tribute (just as did in Mexico the areas under the jurisdiction
of the #/atogue which formed the cabeceras). The middle-ranking lords,
responsible for levying the tribute for the encomenderos or the crown,
thus occupied a strategic position, and formed a linchpin of colonial
organization. And they frequently exploited this position of authority
to make their subjects perform services which were outside the
framework of the traditional bonds of reciprocity. In Chucuito, for
example, Spanish merchants ordered the Indians to make them clothes:

¢ Diez de San Miguel, Visita, fo. 391, fo. 451, fo. syv.
*? Ortiz de Zuidiga, Visita, 1, fo. 121.
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they gave the orders to the leading curacas, Cari and Cusi, who then
distributed the work throughout the province; but it was the moiety
lords (including Cari and Cusi) who received and pocketed the wages.
Similarly the curacas concluded what were effectively contracts (some-
times in front of a lawyer) by which they agreed to engage a certain
number of their subjects to carry out transportation work. And the
Spaniards themselves admitted that they could have achieved nothing
except by working through the native lords, otherwise the Indians
would have refused to act.2® At the same time, the curacas, by abusing
their authority and collaborating with the new rulers, undermined their
own prestige.

But the history of the chieftains of the Andes and those of Mexico
differed in one fundamental respect: in spite of all the upheavals, the
former enjoyed a certain element of continuity, while the latter were
more radically affected by the hispanicization of the political and
administrative structures. From the middle of the sixteenth century the
Spaniards introduced native cabildos into Mexico, made up of gobernadores,
of alcaldes and of regidores elected for one or several years. The function
of these cabildos was to supervise the levying of tribute, to administer
the finances of the community and to mete out justice in minor cases.
The history of Mexico was characterized by a rapid differentiation
between the offices of gobernador and tlatoani: different people held the
two posts, so that newcomers, who were often merely descendants of
macebuales, joined the cabildos and thus brought fresh blood into the
ruling groups. But, in the viceroyalty of Peru, the curacas usually
continued to combine their office with that of gobernador, so that the
replenishment of the ruling groups was less important. Leading families
(such as the Guarachi among the Pacajes, the Ayaviri among the
Charcas, the Choqueticlla among the Quillacas) continued to play a
significant role until the end of the colonial era, while at the same time
increasingly adopting the Spanish way of life.

These new forms of labour tribute, hitherto completely unknown to

the pre-Columbian world, introduced ideas alien to the traditional

norms which had integrated economic and social activity in a coherent

complex of concepts, rituals and religious beliefs. On the other hand,

the Spaniards justified their hegemony by the fact that they were

bringing the true faith to the Indians: in the eyes of the missionaries,
8 Jbid., fo. 441.
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the practices and beliefs of the natives were the work of the devil, and
the “spiritual conquest’ required that they should be stamped out.

The official religion, linked to the structures of the state, disappeared
rapidly in both Mexico and Peru. Local worship continued more or less
illicitly (as we shall see later), but the Indians had to give up their
important festivals and the practices which seemed most shocking to
the Spaniards, above all, human sacrifice. Temples were systematically
destroyed, codices and khipu burnt, native priests persecuted. As a
result, the very course of daily life was drastically transformed. One has
only to think of the effects of imposing Christian rules of marriage (the
definition of new sexual taboos, the banning of polygamy) or the burial
of the dead.??

Among the native nobility the education of children in the Christian
religion gave rise to a clash of generations (at least in the immediate
aftermath of the conquest). Thus, in 1524, the former priests of Tlaxcala
were astonished that one of their number should be put to death by
children who had been educated by the Franciscans: ‘All those who
believed in and worshipped the idols were horrified at the insolence of
the boys.’3? These children, going around in bands, knocked over idols
and denounced pagan practices. The condemnation of these old
customs and the reluctance of the older generation to adopt new norms
of behaviour resulted in a condition of anomie.

One of the most dramatic symptoms of the break up of native culture
and the anguish to which it gave rise, was alcoholism: a phenomenon
noted by all the chroniclers.3! In pre-Columbian society strict rules
governed the use of pulgue (in Mexico) and chicha (in the Andes): they
could only be consumed collectively during religious ceremonies in
honour of the gods, for drunkness put one in communion with the
sacred. Apart from these limited circumstances, consumption of alcohol
was strictly forbidden. In his first address to his subjects the ruler of
Mexico would declare: ‘Above all, I exhort you to leave the ways of
drunkenness and not to drink oc#/i.” He also put them on their guard
against sexual excess: ‘Observe that the ways of the flesh are ugly, and
you should all turn your back on them.’ Solitary and profane

¥ Cf. Pablo José de Arriaga, Extirpacidn de la idolatria del Piru [1621] (Madrid, 1968), 216.

30 Fray Toribio de Benavente (‘Motolinia®), Memoriales o Libro de las Cosas de Nueva Esparia y de
los Naturales de ella [1541], ed. Edmundo O’Gorman (Mexico, 1971), 249~s0.

31 Serge Gruzinski, ‘La mére dévorante: alcoolisme, sexualité, et déculturation chez les Mexicas
(1500—1550)°, Cabiers des Amérigues Latines (1979), 22-6.

2 Bemardino de Sahagin, Historia general de las cosas de Nueva Espafia [1570] (Mexico, 1975), Libro
Vi, 332, 334-
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drunkenness might possibly be tolerated in the old, but was strictly
punished in all other cases: the culprit was publicly humiliated (by
shaving of the head) and risked the death penalty. (The same was true
for sexual deviance, such as incest, adultery or homosexuality.
Adulterers, for instance, were burnt, stoned, hanged or clubbed to
death, or had their heads crushed under the weight of a large stone.)??

Immediately after the conquest, alcoholism affected men and women
at all levels of society. Numerous texts mention the disappearance of
the old prohibitions: ‘It was common practice everywhere that at the
end of the afternoon the Indians started to drink, and fairly rapidly
during the course of the evening they collapsed blind drunk; there was
general licentiousness, devoid of all measure or restraint’. The nobles,
who had once set a good example, now led the other Indians on to
drunkenness: ‘the maceguales dare to get drunk, because if the nobles
did not do so, they would fear the nobles, and not dare to get drunk
themselves. ’3% Intoxication as a part of religious ritual had obviously
not disappeared, but was no longer distinguished from the consumption
of alcohol for secular reasons or as a result of addiction.

Confronted with this spread of alcoholism, the Spaniards adopted a
highly ambiguous attitude. On one hand, they condemned it for moral
reasons (although their punishments, such 4s whipping, were
incomparably milder than those of the pre-Columbian era); on the other
hand, they encouraged it for obvious economic reasons: they sold wine
to the Indians. Wine, more alcoholic than the traditional drinks, had
even more harmful effects. Thus, in Spanish accounts, alcoholism
became a typical feature of native society. But it merely mirrored the
helplessness of the Indians who attempted to use alcohol to escape from
a world which for them had become absurd and tragic.

The spread of the use of coca leaf in the Andes was evidence of a
similar phenomenon though with less harmful consequences. Coca leaf
was a plant which, like chicha, had been used mainly in religious
ceremonies: ‘In the time of the Inca kings, commoners were not
allowed to take coca without permission from the Inca or his
governor.’® After the conquest the production of coca increased
considerably. The Spaniards themselves extended the acreage of the

3 Toribio de Benavente, Memoriales, 362, 321-2, 356, 357.

¥ Toribio de Benevente, Memorisles, 361; Procesos de indios idolatras y hechiceros, Mexico,
Archivo General de 1a Nacién, 1912, 164, quoted by Gruzinski, ‘La Mére dévorante’, 22.

3 José de Acosta, Historia natural y moral de las Indias [1590] (Madrid, 1954), 117; similarly Juan
de Matienzo, Gobierno del Peru {1567] (Paris—Lima, 1967), 163.
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coca plantations, sometimes at the expense of food crops; and the
consumption of coca leaf became widespread throughout the population
(although the plant also retained its religious significance): ‘ They began
to grow addicted to it after the Spaniards had entered this country.’®®
Coca was particularly indispensable for the Indians working in the mines
since it enabled them to work almost without eating. According to
Acosta, ‘in Potosi alone the trade in coca amounts to over half a million
pesos a year, for 95,000 baskets of it are consumed’.?? The Spanish
merchants controlled the trade in coca leaf, but only the mass of the
Indian population consumed it.

In the 40 years after the conquest, therefore, native society underwent
a process of destructuration at every level: demographic, economic,
social and spiritual. Certain structures did survive, but fragmented and
isolated from their original context and transposed into the colonial
world. These partial continuities nevertheless ensured that native
traditions — somewhat modified — were passed on, while at the same
time supporting Spanish hegemony.

TRADITION AND ACCULTURATION

Under colonial rule native traditions were confronted by newly intro-
duced European practices. To what extent were these accepted or
rejected? Did the phenomenon of acculturation help to re-integrate
society?

Rapid economic acculturation took place, though limited to the use
of a certain number of European products which extended the range
of resources available to the natives without actually replacing those
already in use: in both Mexico and Peru the staple foods remained the
same as in the pre-Columbian era. Some fruits and vegetables (oranges,
apples, figs, cabbages, turnips, etc.) spread quickly where climatic
conditions were favourable, but it seems that European livestock was
more readily adopted in Mexico or in the northern Andes than in the
central and southern Andes where the raising of llamas was already one
of the main activities. So when, from the end of the sixteenth century,
the consumption of meat became a general practice in Ecuador, this
signified an important evolution of dietary habit.3® Wheat-growing was
¢ Hernando de Santillan, Relacitn del origen, descendencia, politica y gobierno de los Incas . . .[1564)(Lima,

1927), 107. 3 Acosta, Historia natural y moral, 116.
38 Relaciones geogrificas de Indias, 1, 171, 234; 11, 22, 237.
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introduced at the instigation of the Spaniards exclusively for the
payment of tribute and not for consumption by the Indians. Overall
economic acculturation occurred through the selection of items
imported by the Spaniards which were simply juxtaposed with those
already in use without otherwise modifying the context of native life.
Traditional techniques survived, although some lords already possessed
ploughs by the end of the sixteenth century.

There was a contrast between the rapid social acculturation of
numerous lords and the persistence of tradition among the commoners.
The lords soon learnt to speak and write Spanish while continuing to
use the native languages. Linguistic acculturation seems to have
occurred still faster in Mexico than in Peru. The famous college of
Tlatelolco, intended for the children of lords, was founded by the
Franciscans in the 1530s, while in the Andes similar schools (in
Huancayo, and above all in Cuzco) were not set up until the 1570s. The
explicit aim was to hispanicize a favoured group in order to mould a
ruling class which would be obedient to the Spaniards. In accordance
with this policy, certain members of the native nobility (depending on
their status) adopted European clothes and some prestige symbols of
the dominant culture — riding a horse, carrying a sword, or using an
arquebus. But such privileges were only granted to lords of high rank:
thus, at Chucuito, Garci Diez proposed that they should be restricted
solely to Martin Cari and Martin Cusi. Moreover, since the colonial
administration prohibited many traditional privileges (such as travelling
in a litter or hammock), prestige symbols became exclusively Spanish.
In this way the ruling group strengthened its function as a model to
be imitated by the Indians.

Conversely, the Indians of the communities displayed their fidelity
to the ancient customs. They continued to speak the native languages
and usually wore traditional dress, sometimes combined with the
Spanish sombrero. And, while the colonial economic system had
introduced money, we have seen that the native sector remained geared
towards subsistence production, supplemented by barter. It is true that
forced migrations of population (congregaciones in Mexico from the 1560s,
reducciones in Peru from the 1570s) radically disrupted settlement
patterns and attempted to force the Indians to live in villages on the
Spanish model, in which the streets were laid out in a grid pattern, and
the plaza was surrounded by the church, the residence of the cabildo,
the prison and the gallows. But, despite all these changes, the old
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communal system of organization (which had the ayllu or the calpulli
as its core) persisted or was reconstructed on the foundation of those
bonds of kinship and mutual aid by which its members were united.
After the population resettlements, the villages and their lands continued
to be organized on a dual model, thus ensuring the continuation of
religious beliefs grounded in the Indians’ association between their land
and their ancestors.

In the religious sphere, the Indians’ fidelity to their traditions
expressed their rejection of colonial rule, although, again, there were
differences. Whereas in Mexico during the first decades of the colonial
era (until the 1570s), the Indians seemed to show real enthusiasm for
Christianity, this was not the case in Peru. But in both cases the Indians
held tenaciously to their own beliefs and rituals. This continuity was
accompanied by a process of fragmentation corresponding to that of
the institutions. If official worship of the Sun and of the Inca dis-
appeared in the Andes immediately after the conquest, popular worship
linked to the hwacas (local gods) survived. The Indians continued
to work in common the fields dedicated to their worship, and they
disinterred their dead from the cemeteries and transported them to their
ancient burial places (near to sites that they had had to abandon because
of the reducciones). While they did indeed conform to the externals of
Christian worship, they were able to conceal their traditional rites. The
Spaniards fostered this ambiguity by raising crosses and churches on
the old religious sites, while, conversely, the Indians camouflaged their
idols and their rituals in a Christian disguise:

We discovered that at the church door they were keeping a large buaca, called
Camasca, and another inside the church called Huacrapampa; and behind the
main altar, at the door of the sacristy, there was yet another huaca called
Pichacianac.®®

While the Spaniards considered the local gods to be manifestations
of the devil, the Indians interpreted Christianity as a form of idolatry.
Rather than being fused together in a synthesis, however, the two
religions remained juxtaposed. If the Indians admitted the existence of
a Christian god they considered his sphere of influence to be limited
to the Spanish world, and looked themselves for protection to their own
gods. The confession manual of Diego de Torres, composed around

¥ ‘Idolatrias de los Indios Huachos y Yauyos’, Revista Historica (Lima), (1918), 190; cf. also
Arriaga, Extirpacitn de la idolatria, 223.
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1584, condemned this dichotomy as one of the ‘errors against the
Catholic faith’:

They sometimes say of God that he is not 2 good god, and that he does not
protect the poor, and that the Indians obey him in vain...and that as the
Christians have images that they worship, in the same way one can worship
the buacas.2®

The religious sphere thus reflected the split between the European
and the Indian world. It is striking that anthropologists still find today
the idea among certain Indians (for instance, those of Puquio) that Jesus
Christ remains ‘separate’ (separawmi); they are protected not by him but
by the mountains, the wamani.®* At the start of the seventeenth century,
Arriaga described a similar conception:

They say that all that the priests say and preach is for the Viracochas and
Spaniards, and that they have their huacas and their malguis and their festivals
and everything else that their ancestors taught them and that their elders and
priests teach them. . .%2

One can see why, in a letter addressed to Philip II in 1579, Antonio
de Zufiiga deplored the fact that the Indians did no more than pretend
to participate in Catholic ceremonies: they were in reality no more
Christian than at the time of the conquest. And Garci Diez at Chucuito

made the same point: ‘the majority of the Indians are not Christians’.43

The results of acculturation remained, therefore, on the whole, limited,
both in Mexico and Peru, and the mass of the native population refused
to accept most of the practices imported by the Spaniards. In the
resulting interplay of continuity and change, tradition prevailed over
acculturation. In general, when the Indians borrowed elements of
foreign culture they merely added them to elements of their own culture
or used them as a sort of camouflage. Even in the cases of the most
hispanicized lords one notices how traditional ways of thinking
persisted. If they did adopt certain European customs, they inserted
them into the framework of Indian culture. Thus, according to a
document dated 1567, when a large number of rebel Indians from

4 Diego de Torres, Confessionario para los curas de Indios [1584] (Seville, 1603), 5.

4 José Maria Argucdas and Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere, ‘La posesion de la tierra. Los mitos
posthispinicos y la visién del universo en la poblacién monolingiie quechua®, in Les Problimes
agraires des Amériques Latines (Paris, 1967), 309-15.

4t Arriaga, Extirpaciin de la idolatria, 224.

43 ‘Carta de Fray Antonio de Zuiiiiga al rey don Felipe 11°, in Coleccidn de d. tos inéditos para
lo Historia de Espafia, xxv1 (Madrid, 1853), 90; Diez de San Miguel, Visita, fo. 1151.
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Vilcabamba went to pay a visit to Princess Maria Manrique, widow of
Sayri Tupac, at her residence in Cuzco, they presented her with gifts
of feathers and ‘other items of little value’, in recognition of her
sovereignty. In exchange the princess offered them food and drink,
Hamas, nose jewellery, bracelets and gold earrings — that is, presents of
a traditional nature; but in addition she offered them ‘objects from
Castile which she had bought in the shops’. If she had not done this,
she declared, ‘she would not have been acting as was expected of
princesses of this kingdom’.* In other words, these Spanish purchases
were integrated into the system of gifts and counter-gifts on the old
principle of reciprocity.

There was, then, continuity of tradition, as well as synthesis by
adaptation. The case of Guaman Poma de Ayala, one of the most
remarkable Peruvian writers, aptly illustrates this process. Western
elements were absorbed into the native system of thought which, by
adapting itself, succeeded in preserving its original structure. Although
Poma wrote in Spanish (albeit incorrectly) and practised Christianity,
he continued to see the colonial world through the spatial and temporal
categories which had shaped the organization of the Inca empire. Thus,
he drew a map of the Indies which, in its lay-out, resembled a Spanish
map, intersected by lines of longitude and latitude.?® But these lines in
fact corresponded to nothing at all. Poma’s Peru was co-ordinated
around two diagonals which demarcated the former quarters of the Inca
empire, Chinchaysuyu to the west, Antisuyu to the north, Collasuyu to
the east, Cuntisuyu to the south. These were explicitly marked on the
map. Poma drew their four governors, the apos, accompanied by their
consorts; above the figure representing the governor of Chinchaysuyu
is the name of Capac Apo Guamanchara, Poma’s paternal grandfather.
There is one remarkable feature. The two diagonals intersect at Cuzco,
and the old capital is placed at the exact centre of the map, surrounded
by the four quarters. Lima had for a long time been the capital of the
viceroyalty, but, for Poma, Cuzco remained the centre of the universe.
Above his representation of the town he drew the tenth emperor, Topa.
The picture is surrounded by two coats of arms, those of the pope and:
the king of Spain (see Fig. 1).

4 Archivo Historico del Cuzco, “ Genealogia de Sayri Tupac’, libro 4, indice 6, fo. 641, fo. 8ot,
45 fGou:x;::m Poma de Ayala, Nueva Corédnica, fo. 993—4. On this development, see Wachtel, ‘ Pensée

sauvage et acculturation. L'’Espace et le temps chez Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala et I'Inca
Garcilaso de la Vega’, AESC (May-August, 1971), 793—840.
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Fig. 1. Guaman Poma de Ayala’s map of the Indies

We know that in the Inca empire these four quarters formed part
of a system of classification, and were ordered hierarchically into two
successive dualities. The first gave rise to an upper (Hanan) division —
formed by Chinchaysuyu and Antisuyu—and a lower (Hurin) division
— formed by Collasuyu and Cuntisuyu. The second division intersected
the first: each of the halves was split in two, to form the four quarters,
in which Chinchaysuyu was above Antisuyu, and Collasuyu above
Cuntisuyu. The centre of the world, Cuzco, was defined by the
intersection of these two dualities; in this way the quadripartite
organization ended up divided into five separate parts.

But in spite of these survivals and continuities, Indian thought could
not escape the upheavals caused by colonial rule. How did Poma picture
to himself the world as it was after the Spanish conquest, and where
did he place the other countries of America, Europe, Africa and Asia?
It is remarkable that he continued to see not only the Indies but the
whole universe in the same kind of system of an upper and a lower half
divided into a four-part model around a central core. To construct his
model of the universe he had to fit it into a duplicate of the first model,
but in doing so the position of the lesser part (the Indies) was inverted
within the structure of the larger part (the universe) to take account
of the effects of the conquest and the internal logic of the system itself.
Around the kingdom of Castile, now in the central position hitherto
occupied by Cuzco and the Inca, were ranged four other kingdoms:
Rome and Turkey in the upper section formerly occupied by Chin-
chaysuyu and Antisuyu, and the Indies and Guinea in the lower section
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Fig. 2. Guaman Poma de Ayala’s map of the universe

in place of Collasuyu and Cuntisuyu. The Indies ought to have been
in the upper division and Castile in the lower division, but the colonial
relationship demanded that, just as the Inca had been subsumed into
the person of the king of Spain, the general ordering of the universe
had to be reversed while the configuration of the system as a whole was
kept intact (see Fig. 2).

Poma also applied the same pattern to his representation of time. He
took up the native tradition of the five ages (Huari Viracocha, Huari,
Purun, Auca, Inca), and, by following a similar procedure to that which
he had employed in the case of space, he projected this five-part division
onto the western time system. Thus, biblical history was broken down
into five ages (Adam, Noah, Abraham, David, Jesus Christ) parallel with
the five ages of Indian time.

Poma, therefore, fitted the contributions of western culture into the
pre-existing spatio-temporal framework of the Indians, that is, a
synthesis rigorously organized according to the logic of Andean
thought. But if this synthesis imposed certain rules, it also provided the
basis for re-interpretation and creation. Poma resorted to the traditional
categories, but by being restructured in the context of the colonial
system, they were given a new significance — that of resisting Spanish
hegemony. Indeed, the chronicler associated the concept of pachacuti
(overturning, revolution, both of the world and of time) with the end
of the Inca empire: the relationship produced by the European invasion
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relegated the Indies to the level of Collasuyu in the lower division,
whereas they ought to have been in the upper division. ‘ The world is
upside down because there is neither God nor King’,% and it was to
inform him about the ‘sickness of the world’ that Poma addressed his
thousand-page ‘letter’ to the king of Spain. With an almost messianic
hope, he expected a final upheaval (another pachacuti) by which the king
of Spain — guarantor, like the Inka, of universal order — would set the
world to rights again.

RESISTANCE AND REVOLT

The Spaniards established their two main centres of colonization in
Mexico and Peru, where powerful states already existed; but on the
extensive ‘frontiers’ situated on the peripheries of these states they came
up against fierce resistance, which in some cases lasted into the early
years of the twentieth century. What caused this contrast? It was the
result of the very nature of the different native American societies. In
Mexico and Peru the European invaders came into contact with a large
and dense population which was under the control of centralized
institutions and long accustomed to produce an economic surplus for
the profit of the ruling group. But in northern Mexico, to the south
and south-east of the Charcas, or in Chile, Spanish colonization failed
when confronted with mainly nomadic Indians who produced no
accessible surplus, and who, owing to their mobility, eluded control.

Even in Mexico and Peru the relative ease of the conquest did not mean
that hostilities suddenly ceased immediately after the invasion. The most
tenacious resistance was shown in the Andes where the driving force
behind the first important revolt against the Spaniards was none other
than Manco Inca, one of the sons of Huayna Capac. Before the arrival
of the Spaniards, he had participated in an expedition launched in the
east of the empire against the montafia Indians, and especially against
the Chiriguanos. Manco Inca began by collaborating with the Spaniards,
but he rapidly became disillusioned.

I believed that they were kind people sent, as they claimed, by Tecsi Viracochan
— that is to say, God — but it seems to me that events took the opposite course
from that which I imagined; for you should know, my brothers, that from the

4¢ Guaman Poma de Ayala, Nueva Coronica, fo. 1146; cf. similatly fo. 409, 448, 530, 762.
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proofs they have given me since they invaded my lands, they are not sons of
Viracocha but rather of the devil #?

Manco beseiged Cuzco for a year (March 1536—April 1537), but finally
had to relax his stranglehold. He then took refuge in the inaccessible
mountains of Vilcabamba to the north of the ancient capital and in the
warm valleys of the Antisuyu (the base from which he had begun his
previous campaigns). This region was chosen not only for strategic, but
also for political and religious reasons. It was no coincidence that it
included the sacred mountain-top site of Machu Picchu, the inviolate
sanctuary of the native priests and the Mamacona of the Sun, which
remained unknown to the Europeans until the beginning of the
twentieth century.

In the immense territory under his control Manco continued the
ancient imperial traditions and, in effect, restored a ‘neo-Inca’ state. In
his Relacion, Titu Cusi ascribed to his father a speech which expressed
resistance to any kind of acculturation. Manco urged the Indians to
renounce the false religion which the Spaniards were attempting to
impose; the Christian god, he said, was only a painted cloth which was
unable to speak, whereas the huacas could make themselves heard, and
the Sun and the Moon were gods whose existence was visible to all.4®
After the death of Manco Inca, his son, Sayri Tupac, continued his
resistance for ten years or so, and then surrendered in exchange for the
rich encomienda of Yucay (the ‘sacred valley’ which had been the
personal property of Huayna Capac). Another of Manco’s sons, Titu
Cusi, succeeded him as leader of the resistance, and the neo-Inca state
continued to challenge Spanish hegemony.

In the 1560s the viceroyalty underwent a profound crisis. It seems
that Titu Cusi had prepared a general uprising to coincide with the
spread of the Taqui Ongo movement. This was a millenarian movement
originating in the central Andes (particularly in the Huamanga region),
but, according to Cristobal de Molina, the ‘heresy’ was started by
sorcerers from Vilcabamba. The preachers announced the end of
Spanish domination; the native gods who had been defeated and killed
at the time of Pizarro’s arrival were to come to life again, and do battle
against the Christian god who would, in turn, be conquered. Then the
Spaniards would be driven from the country:

They believed that all the huacas of the kingdom, all those that the Christians
had burnt and destroyed, had come to life again... that they were all preparing

47 Tira Cusi, Relacién de ls Conguista del Peri, 32. 48 Tbid., 18.
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in the heavens to do battle against God and to conquer him...now the world
was completing its cycle, God and the Spaniards would this time be conquered
and all the Spaniards killed, their towns swallowed up, and the sea would swell
up to submerge them and wipe out their memory.%?

So Taqui Ongo predicted a cosmic event, a deluge, the end of the
world. This prophecy was based on a cyclical representation of time
implied in Molina’s use of the term wwelta (turn, cycle). According to
other witnesses, the Christian god was completing its mita, its ‘turn
to rule’; the huacas would re-create another world and other men. We
have to remember that, according to tradition, the Inca empire had been
preceded by four suns and four races of men. Each of these eras had
lasted a thousand years, and the end of each of them had been marked
by immense catastrophes. Now, in a version reported by Sarmiento de
Gamboa, the Inca empire had been founded at a date which corre-
sponded to the year 565 of the Christian era. It, too, had foundered in
a veritable cataclysm after the arrival of strange, white and bearded
creatures, and, as the culmination of Taqui Ongo occurred in 1565, a
thousand years after the foundation of the empire, it was hardly a
coincidence that it was in this same year that Titu Cusi prepared a
general uprising of the Indians.

The plan of revolt, therefore, fitted into a traditional framework of
ideas which was interpreted in a new way in response to the colonial
situation. Since the conquest the huacas were no longer receiving the
ritual sacrifices, and, instead, they wandered, abandoned, ‘parched and
dying of hunger’. To revenge themselves they sent sickness and death
to all Indians who had accepted baptism; then they too would wander
head down and feet in the air or be turned into llamas or vicufias.?® Only
Indians faithful to the worship of the huacas would be admitted into the
promised empire. The huacas forbade them to enter churches or bear
Christian names; they were not allowed to eat or dress like the
Spaniards. The followers of the movement thus showed their recon-
version by rituals of penitence and purification. But Taqui Ongo as such
did not take the form of a military enterprise. The Indians expected
liberation to come less from violent action against the Spaniards than
from a victory of the huacas over the Christian god. The preachers
travelled from village to village restoring worship in the sacred places
by rituals of ‘resurrection’. The movement was accompanied by
terrifying rumours. Epidemics of fear spread. Word went round that

4 Cristobal de Molina, Relaciin de las fébulas y ritos de los Incas [1575] (Lima, 1916), 97-8.
80 Archivo General de Indias, Audiencia Lima, Legajo 316, notebook of 1577, fo. 8r.
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the white people had come to Peru to put the Indians to death in search
of human fat, which they used as a medicine against certain diseases.®!
In terror, the Indians fled from all contact with the Spaniards.

The Church denounced Taqui Ongo as a sect of heretics and
apostates. The ‘visit’ of Cristobal de Albornoz to the regions of
Huamanga, Arequipa and Cuzco made it possible to uncover the main
ring-leaders of the movement. According to their rank or degree of
guilt, they were whipped or had their heads shaved. By the 1570s all
traces of Taqui Ongo had disappeared. Besides the effects of ecclesiastical
repression, they undoubtedly suffered the repercussions of the capture
and death of Tupac Amaru, the last Inca of Vilcabamba.

Tupac Amaru had assumed the leadership of the neo-Inca state after
the death of his half-brother, Titu Cusi, in 1571, but his reign was
short-lived. The viceroy, Francisco de Toledo, determined to subdue
Peru once and for all, organized one last successful expedition,
commanded by Martin Garcia de Loyola (nephew of St Ignatius). The
beheading of Tupac Amaru in 1572 in the public square of Cuzco, in
the presence of an enormous and dismayed crowd, carried echoes of
the execution of Atahuallpa. In the eyes of the mass of the Indian
population the ‘second death’ of the Inca did truly signify the end of
a world.

Near the heart of the Andes, the ‘cordillera’ of the Chiriguanos formed
a frontier which resisted Spanish colonization for three centuries.
During the second half of the sixteenth century, even Potosi and La
Plata, the nerve centres of the viceroyalty, were several times
threatened.5?

Here we confront an exceptional phenomenon: the meeting of two
conquering forces. Before the arrival of the Spaniards, large numbers
of Guarani Indians had migrated towards the Inca empire. They had
departed from the quadrilateral situated between the Paraguay—Parand
rivers and the Atlantic coast. Were they in search of Carndire, the ‘land
without evil” proclaimed by their prophets? Or of ‘the mountain of
silver’? These migrations had moved along an arc running between the
Guaporé-Mamoré and the Pilcomayo and, after an epic journey, had

51 Molina, Relacién, 97, 99.

52 The following pages are based on the first chapter (‘La Rencontre’) of a work in preparation
by Thierry Saignes on the ethnohistory of the Chiriguanos. The author wishes to thank
Dr Saignes for permission to consult and quote from it.
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ended up in the montafia to the east and south-east of the Charcas. Some
of the Guarani tribes came to settle in this large zone, after having
subdued the local inhabitants of Arawak origin (the Chane); they were
henceforth known — and feared — under the name Chiriguanos.

It will be recalled that, at the time of the colonization of the
Cochabamba Valley, Huayna Capac had removed the ‘native’ Chuis
and Cotas and installed them in fortresses at Mizque, Pocona, Pojo and
Montepuco to defend the empire against the invasions of the
Chiriguanos. Later, probably during the 15 20s, the same Huayna Capac
sent one of his relatives, Guacane, to conquer the territory lying to the
south-east of Cochabamba, towards the Guapay plain. From Mizque,
Guacane explored the region, founded another fortress at Samaipata,
and forced an ‘alliance’ on the local chief, Grigota. He then imported
new mitmaq, began to work the gold mines and established a final
fortress in the plain at Guanacopampa. At this point, 8,000 Guarani
warriors from Paraguay launched an assault on these territories recently
conquered by the ‘son of the Sun’. They surprised the Inca troops,
killed Guacane and destroyed the Inka fortresses; reinforcements from
Cuzco were also put to flight. Huayna Capac, deeply affected by this
disaster, had to send Yasca, one of his best captains, at the head of a
large force of troops raised in the north of the empire and then
reinforced in the south by Lupaca warriors. But the outcome of the
struggle was uncertain, and only with great difficulty did Yasca succeed
in rebuilding the destroyed fortresses.

The first Spaniards to be seen by the Chiriguanos were those who
had landed on the Atlantic coast. At the beginning the two invading
groups did not directly confront each other. On the contrary, after the
first foundation of Asuncidén in 1536, the Chiriguanos several times
attempted to lure Governor Irala into launching an expedition into the
Andes: the Inca state had by now disappeared, but the Chiriguanos
continued their slow progression into territories which were now, in
principle, under Spanish jurisdiction. Their expansion took place at the
expense of the ‘native’ population of the highlands of the Andes,
especially the mitmaq previously settled there by the Inca. Thus, around
1540, the Muyu Muyus, inhabiting the last of the mountain ranges above
Chaco, underwent a fierce assault during which they lost their chieftain.
They departed towards the south-west to take refuge in the Inca forts
of the Tarija region. But several years later the Chiriguanos drove them
out again. Having appealed to the Spaniards for protection, the Muyu
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Muyus were settled in the valleys near the recently founded La Plata
(Chuquisaca) (thus causing numerous disputes between various enco-
menderos attempting to appropriate them for themselves). Further
north, while Nuflo de Chaves was crossing the warm valleys beyond
Mizque in 1548, he came across the Chiriguanos of Samaipata who were
setting off to war against the Chuis Indians who had fallen back on Pojo.

The Spaniards therefore inherited a ‘frontier infected by Guarani
expansion’,®® and their position was made worse during the 1560s by
an extraordinary reversal of alliances. Although hitherto fierce enemies,
the Andean Indians and the Chiriguanos from Paraguay seem to have
buried their differences so as to defend themselves against the white
invaders. Was this a result of the diplomacy of Titu Cusi, the Inca of
Vilcabamba, at a moment when, as we have seen, Taqui Ongo
threatened the very heart of the Spanish possessions? The anti-Hispanic
‘confederation’ also included, in the south, Don Juan Calchaqui, leader
of the Diaguita, who sent messengers to the Charcas curacas to
encourage them to rebel. Did the authorities at La Plata exaggerate the
danger? The Cuzco sources mention similar plans for collaboration
between the rebel Incas and the Chiriguanos.®® It seems that the Indian
world, stunned by European invasion, was able to overcome its
traditional rivalries to construct a vast alliance uniting areas as different
as the Andes and the plains of the Atlantic basin.

The Chiriguanos redoubled their assaults along the whole length of
the frontier. In 1564 they destroyed two forts recently founded by the
Spaniards, Barranca on the river Guapay (by Nuflo de Chaves) and
Nueva Rioja on the Paripiti (by Andres Manso who was killed in this
attack). Further south they devastated the estancias of Juan Ortiz de
Zarate, who was a rich mining entrepreneur from Potosi and encomen-
dero of the Chicha Indians. In 1567 they pillaged other Chicha villages
twelve leagues from Potosi, captured the Indians in domestic service
and killed and ate the Spaniards. And, for the next ten years at least,
all the area between Tarija, Potosi, La Plata, Mizque, Santa Cruz and
the Chiriguano cordillera went through a period of complete insecurity.

After the pacification of Vilcabamba and the execution of Tupac
Amaru, the viceroy Francisco de Toledo decided to settle the problem
of the Guaranis. In 1573 he went to La Plata where he received
Chiriguano ambassadors who had come to pay him homage. They

53 The phrase comes from Thierry Saignes in the work cited above.
8¢ Archivo Historico del Cuzco, libro s of the Cabildo, fo. 411—47r.
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talked of a miracle performed by Santiago, foretelling peace, and asked
for missionaries to be sent. Toledo ordered an enquiry; the interval
enabled the Chiriguano chiefs to flee from La Plata; and Toledo
discovered that he had been duped. The Indians had simply been trying
either to avoid reprisals or to gain time. In June 1574 the viceroy, at
the head of a large army divided into three units, marched into the
Cordillera. But the expedition wore itself out attempting to clear a way
as far as the Pilcomayo, while the enemy harassed it from the safety of
the highlands. Hunger and fever decimated the army, and Toledo
himself fell gravely ill. Finally, the Spaniards were forced to retreat,
having achieved nothing. The viceroy contented himself with founding
two villas to protect the frontier: Tomina in the south-east and Tarija
in the south.

Encouraged by Toledo’s failure, the Chiriguanos continued their
attacks and threatened these two newly founded establishments. ‘ They
roam all along the frontier of this province, going as far as to appear
within eight leagues of this city of La Plata’, lamented the president
of the audiencia. ‘They ravage small towns and fields and capture
Spaniards, Indian servants and black slaves.”®® The former mitmagq,
forced back on Tarabuco and Presto, found themselves directly exposed
to these attacks. ‘They are already at our gates’, wrote their lords in
1583, ‘and they keep us so hemmed in and frightened that we dare not
go out of our houses to work our fields.”®® The Chuis of the Mizque
Valley, for their part, prepared an uprising with the help of the
Chiriguanos of the Guapay and got ready to flee into the yungas. In 1584
the fort of San Miguel de la Laguna, lying between the Rios Guapay
and Pilcomayo, was attacked and destroyed. The Spaniards then
organized a three-pronged expedition from Santa Cruz, Tomina and
Tarija. The results were no more successful than previously. It was the
last expedition led by the three cities together, and each sector
subsequently looked after its own defence.

Between 1585 and 1600 the reconstruction or the foundation of La
Laguna, Villar, Pomabamba, Paspaya, Cinti and San Lorenzo removed
any danger from the area immediately surrounding the Charcas. A
gradual policy of populating the area steadily drove the Chiriguanos

8 Robert Levillier, La .Audiencia de Charcas. Correspondencia de Presidentes y Oidores (Madrid,
1916—22), 11, 37.

¢ Quoted in Richard Mujia, Bo/ivia-Paraguay : excposicién de los titulos que consagran el direcho territorial
de Bolivia, sobre la gona comprendida entre los rios Pilcomayo y Paraguay (La Paz, 1972), 11, 500.
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back into their hide-out in the cordillera, from whence they resisted the
Spaniards for another three centuries.

In Chile, at the southern extremity of the American continent, the
Araucanian Indians resisted the Spaniards as fiercely as did the Chiri-
guanos. One feature stands out during the course of these wars: the
permanence of the frontier provided by the Bio-Bio river. The tribes
north of the river had come under the influence of the Inca empire:
as a result the Indians of northern Chile enjoyed the advantages of better
agricultural techniques; they bred livestock and also knew how to work
metal. The Inca had sent his representatives among them, especially
military garrisons which they had to supply. As a result, their customs
and habits of thought had been remodelled: they had become accus-
tomed to foreign domination, that is, to producing an economic surplus
collected either in the form of labour service or tribute. On the other
hand, the nomadic and semi-nomadic Indians to the south of the Bio-Bio
had escaped Inca influence and were only familiar with rudimentary
agricultural techniques, complemented by hunting and gathering; their
political organization did not go beyond the traditional bonds of
kinship. It was therefore no coincidence that the Spanish were able to
maintain their domination to the north of the Bio-Bio; while they failed
to do so to the south: the southern boundaries of central Chile
ultimately coincided with those of the Inca empire.5?

Spanish colonization was at first stimulated, as elsewhere, by the
search for precious metals. But the production of gold soon began to
decline, so that by the end of the sixteenth century agriculture and
stock-farming were the main economic resources (in the Santiago,
Osorno and Valdivia regions). The demographic collapse did not spare
Chile, and this led to a shortage of labour, a problem the Spanish solved
in the war against the rebel Araucanians when the captured Indians were
turned into slaves and set to work either in the mines or on the farms.
Many of them were sent to Peru where they were re-sold. In their
expeditions against the Araucanians, the Spanish obtained the help of
Indian auxiliaries familiar with the terrain and skilled at tracking down
the human prey. For each ‘head’ captured they received a payment
considerably inferior to its real value; so their catch constituted a kind
of tribute.

57 For further discussion of the Araucanians, see Hidalgo, CHL A, 1, ch. 4.
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However, the resistance of the rebel Indians was helped by a
distinctive form of acculturation. The Araucanians transformed their
fighting methods to adapt them to the struggle against the Spanish.
Their traditional arms consisted of bows and arrows, fire-hardened
spears, clubs, slings and pikes, their armour included shields and leather
jerkins. To resist the Spanish cavalry charges, the Araucanian warriors
extended the length of their pikes by up to six metres and they armed
the tip with sharp blades, using for this the swords, daggers or knives
captured from the enemy, and they arranged themselves in two rows,
the longest pikes at the rear and the shortest in the front. Most
significantly, the Araucanians imitated the Spanish by using horses: by
the end of the 1560s native cavalry rivalled that of the Spanish. The
Indians even introduced certain innovations. They lightened the
Spanish saddles and instead of stirrups they used simple wooden rings
into which they put only their big toe. This highly mobile cavalry was
accompanied by a system of horse-borne infantry, each horseman
having an archer mounted behind him.58

The acculturation of the Araucanians was not limited to techniques
of war. They spontaneously replaced (and this was an exceptional
phenomenon) the cultivation of maize by that of the more quickly
ripening wheat and barley, in order to preserve the harvest from
the expeditions which the Spaniards launched during the summer.
Politically, the tribes gradually came to accept that they had to abandon
their dispersed mode of living and to group themselves together into
larger formations during military operations. Finally, it seems that their
beliefs and religious practices were also modified, by the growth of
shamanism, and worship of the horse. The whole of Araucanian society
was therefore restructured, in a way, however, which remained faithful
to its traditional base.

In this context we can understand why European expansion in Chile
failed. There was a particularly striking setback in 1598 when a general
insurrection forced the Spaniards to evacuate all the territory to the
south of the river Bio-Bio. The epilogue to this story is symbolic:
Governor Martin Garcia de Loyola, husband of Princess Beatriz and
former conqueror of Tupac Amaru, was put to death, and his head was
paraded on the tip of an Araucanian pike.

8 Alonso Gonzalez de Najera, Desengasio y reparo de la guerra del Reino de Chile [1614]) (Santiago,
1889), 174-5.
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In northern Mexico, as in southern Peru, the war continued and the
conquest lost its momentum. In the frontier zone of the Chichimecas
Spanish expansion came up against resistance as intense as that of the
Chiriguanos or the Araucanians. If this area had been to some extent
brought under Spanish control by the end of the sixteenth century,
further north the war still went on against the Pueblos and the Apaches.

The preliminary episode of the ‘Mixton war’ (1541—2) was very like
the uprisings in the Andes: it took place in an area far from the centre
(like the revolt of Vilcabamba) and was millenarian in character (like
Taqui Ongo). The revolt broke out in New Galicia, in the zone of
Tlatenango and Suchipila, among the Cascan tribes. Viceroy Mendoza
blamed its outbreak on the prophecies of sorcerers sent by the
Chichimeca tribes living in the Zacatecas mountains, outside the
territory at that time controlled by the Spaniards. Preachers announced
the return of  Tlatol’, accompanied by all the resurrected ancestors, and
the dawning of a golden age. For this it was necessary, as in the case
of Taqui Ongo, to repudiate Christianity: the faithful had to perform
rituals of penitence and purification, such as bathing the head to wash
away the soiling by baptism. But, unlike Taqui Ongo of the Andes,
Mexican millenarianism advocated a direct recourse to violence: at
Tlatenango the Indians burnt the church and the cross; at Tequila and
Ezatlan they killed the missionaries.

Like Taqui Ongo, this movement was only suppressed with difficulty:
three successive expeditions, commanded by Miguel de Ibarra, Cristobal
de Ofiate and Juan de Alvarado, failed one after the other (and
Alvarado, the famous adelantado, commander of the frontier region, died
in battle). To put down the uprising once and for all, Viceroy Mendoza
was forced to go to New Galicia in person, at the head of a large force.

But the war was only pushed further north. After the discovery of
the Zacatecas silver mines in 1546 a new zone of colonization was
opened up, growing gradually as more and more deposits began to be
mined. The ‘silver frontier’ comprised the plateau area which lay to the
north of the line running roughly through Guadalajara, Rio Lerma,
Queretaro and Mestitlan. This region, known as Gran Chichimeca, was
populated by mainly nomadic Indians, living by hunting and gathering,
who had remained outside the political organization of the Aztecs.
Indeed, the very name Chichimeca that the Aztecs gave to these Indians
meant ‘barbarians’.
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The war was prolonged by a process of acculturation like that
undergone by the Chilean Indians. Imitating the Spaniards, the
Chichimecas greatly increased their mobility by using horses. To obtain
them they began by attacking Spanish settlements and convoys, but
soon the animals multiplied to such an extent that herds of them
wandered freely all over the country. Around 1579 Juan Suarez Peralta
noted that horses were ‘so numerous that they roam the countty in a
wild state, without owners: they are called cimarrones’.5® The Chichi-
mecas even began to practise a form of horse-breeding, since they owned
ranches (corrals) where they gathered the animals together.

In order to protect their communications with the mining towns the
Spanish established at strategic points on the frontier a certain number
of defence posts (presidios) which contained a small garrison responsible
for pacifying the area. The captured Chichimecas were turned into slaves
and provided a labour force which was highly esteemed in the silver
mines, and also in the estancias of the north and the central plateau.
Like the Araucanian frontier, the Chichimeca frontier thus became a
zone devoted to the hunting of slaves: that is, the war was made to pay
for itself.

Chichimeca resistance was overcome by a new and original policy
based on the idea of acculturation: at the end of the century, Viceroys
Villamanrique and, later, Velasco introduced new methods intended to
induce the Indians to give up their nomadic existence. The Spanish
founded ‘missions’ where the Indians were regrouped and converted
to Christianity; they also called on the assistance of their allies in central
Mexico (especially from Tlaxcala and Cholula) and encouraged them to
establish colonies which would provide the Chichimecas with the
example of a Christian way of life. But, in fact, as a result of Spanish
expansion, the war moved again further north into the territories which
were later to form New Mexico. The settled Pueblos of the Rio Grande
valley were partially subdued, but the Apaches, nomads of the plains
and plateaus, resisted successfully and preserved their independence.

The example of the Indians of the frontiers (the Chiriguanos, the
Araucanians, the Chichimecas) confirms, albeit in a negative way, the
importance of the pre-existing structures of the Aztec and Inca states
# Juan Suarez de Peralta, ‘Libro de alveyteria’, libro 11, capitulo 6, published by Frangois

Chevalier, ‘Noticia inédita sobre los caballos en Nueva Espada’, Revista de Indias, (1944),
324.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



248 Europe and America

as the foundation of Spanish colonization. In Mesoamerica and the
Andes the colonial system was successfully imposed by making new use
of pre-existing institutions; the latter survived in only fragmentary
form, isolated from their previous context which was definitively
destroyed. But since the traditional conceptual and religious framework
persisted, a contrast developed between, on the one hand, the survival
of a world view which constituted a meaningful whole, and on the other,
the partial continuity of institutions detached from the cosmology
which had given them significance. It was this divergence between the
continuities and the changes which defined the crisis of destructuration
in the Indian world immediately after the European invasion.

We have to accept that, after the initial shock of conquest, the history
of colonial society, both in New Spain and Peru, was that of a long
process of re-integration at all levels: economic, social, political,
ideological. Depending on the pre-Columbian inheritance and on the
strength of the opposing parties, the process assumed very different
forms: syncretism, resistance, interbreeding, hispanicization. But be-
tween the dominant Spanish culture — which tried to impose its values
and customs — and the dominated native culture — which insisted on
preserving its own values and customs — the conflict goes on to this
day.
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THE PORTUGUESE SETTLEMENT OF
BRAZIL, 1500-80

Late medieval Europe had long been linked with Asia via tenuous land
routes, as had Asia with America across the Pacific, but it was not until
the Portuguese thrust into the Atlantic early in the fifteenth century that
the last great oceanic hiatus in global intercommunication came to be
closed. Paradoxically, this first stirring of what was to become modern
European imperialism emerged from a society in contraction. Portugal,
like the rest of Europe, had suffered a severe population decline in the
middle years of the fourteenth century; the ensuing abandonment of
marginal land along with the depopulation of towns and villages had
created a classic ‘feudal crisis’ with the upper strata of society
economically squeezed by the loss of much of their customary revenue.
Elsewhere in Europe this pinch had the effect of sending forth members
of the nobility on marauding expeditions in search of booty and new
sources of income; the Portuguese conquest of the Moroccan seaport
of Ceuta in 1415 (the same year as Henry V’s victory at Agincourt) may
well be viewed in this light. But Ceuta and the accompanying vision
of a North African empire that it suggested turned out to be a dead
end. It proved impossible to renew the peninsular reconquest in
Morocco: the Berber population was too resistant, too deeply attached
to its Islamic beliefs; Portugal’s population was too small, its military
resources too few.

Instead, the Portuguese thrust was deflected westward, onto the sea
and down the coast of Africa. Here resistance was minimal. For -
centuries boats from the fishing villages along the southern coast of
Portugal (the Algarve) had been drawn to the Moroccan coast by the
natural action of the winds and currents in that part of the Atlantic,
and there they found a variety of rich fishing grounds. Now, with

249
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internal pressures for outward expansion growing, these voyagers were
stimulated to investigate the opportunities for trade and plunder that
beckoned from the adjacent shores.

The traditional approach to this exploration has been to attribute it
(at least before 1460) almost exclusively to the inspiration of Prince
Henry ‘the Navigator’ (1394—1460) whose deeds in directing these
discoveries were promptly preserved in chronicles which gave him
quasi-heroic status. But these discoveries, though certainly stimulated
by Henty’s desire to create an overseas appanage for himself, involved
other members of the royal family as well, in addition to numerous
followers from their households. Equally important was the participa-
tion of members of the Italian merchant community in Lisbon (whether
naturalized or not) who brought to the process their Mediterranean
expertise and connections. Indeed, they may well have been the decisive
factor in transforming these early forays for fishing and plunder along
the African coast into organized expeditions for trade.

The Portuguese thrust outward, however, was not limited to pushing
down the west coast of Africa, important though that finally proved
to be. These sailings inevitably brought them into contact with the
islands of the Atlantic — nearby Madeira and the Canaries to begin with,
the Azores and the Cape Verdes later. It was the Portuguese experience
here, even more than in Africa, that created the patterns later employed
in the colonization of Brazil. Taken together, these islands, including
the Canaries which gradually fell into the Spanish sphere, formed a kind
of ‘Atlantic Mediterranean’ — a collection of lands whose economy was
linked together by the sea.

Madeira was known to exist as early as the fourteenth century, but
it was not exploited until the fifteenth. It was the French/Spanish
occupation of the nearby Canaries in 1402 that stimulated the Portuguese
to initiate serious exploration leading to settlement and agriculture. This
began in the years 1418—26 under the leadership of two squires from
the entourage of Prince Henry and an Italian nobleman from the
household of his brother, Dom Jodo. Development of the Azotes
lagged behind Madeira by several years. Discovered, or rediscovered
in 1427, the Azores began to be settled only in 1439. Finally, much later,
the Cape Verdes were explored in the years between 1456 and 1462, but
their development and settlement progressed more slowly.

As these various islands or island groups were found, they were
progressively incorporated into an economic system centred in Lisbon
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that was controlled jointly by the Portuguese court and the rich
merchants (some of Italian origin) of the capital. This process of
incorporation passed through at least three rather well-defined stages
which prefigure certain aspects of the economic development of Brazil
in the following century.

Since the islands were uninhabited when they were found, the first
stage in their exploitation was of necessity extensive. In the earliest
years, when there were few or no settlers, animals were put ashore to
proliferate rapidly in the new surroundings. They could then be
periodically rounded up for slaughter and the products taken back to
Portugal for sale. The development of Madeira began with this stage
and the first inhabitants brought with them sheep, pigs and cows, if
indeed these had not, as it seems, already been put ashore to propagate
by themselves. Likewise sheep and goats were set ashore in the Azores
in 1431, four years after their initial discovery, to multiply at will. The
first settlers arrived only later, in 1439, and for several years devoted
themselves to tending the already existing herds before moving on to
the next stage of development about 1442. The same pattern was
repeated in the Cape Verdes where, before settlement began, goats
especially were set ashore to multiply freely.

Since the Portuguese population, like that of most of Europe, was
at a low ebb in the first half of the fifteenth century, it took some time
before these island frontiers could attract enough people for settled
agriculture. But whenever the influx had created a sufficient population
density, a shift took place from the initial stage of extensive exploitation
via cattle raising to the second stage of more intensive exploitation
through the cultivation of cereals. In Madeira, this second stage
followed only a few years after the first, due largely to an unexpected
migration of disillusioned settlers who had abandoned the Moroccan
outpost of Ceuta. The island (as its name ‘wood’ implies) was covered
by immense forests and as these were burned to open areas for wheat,
the enriched soil gave enormous yields: up to 5o times the seeding, or
so the sources, with some probable exaggeration, claim. As the
population expanded, however, the richness of the soil declined with
successive harvests, the costs of wheat production rose, its market
advantage shrank, and investment shifted to other more remunerative
products.

In the Azores, the second or cereal stage began about 1442, some
fifteen years after the discovery of the archipelago, and as the wheat
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exports of Madeira declined those of the Azores rose in compensation.,
Here, early in the wheat cycle, yields approximating to those of
Madeira — 40 to 6o times the seeding — were reported. Unlike Madeira
and the Azores, the Cape Verdes did not pass from a cattle stage into
one of cereals. Rather the subsequent stage here was one of rice, cotton
and fruit and sugar - clear evidence that these islands really lay outside
the ‘Atlantic Mediterranean’ and formed, instead, a transitional region
between the ecology of Madeira and the tropical ecology of the African
coast.

Finally, a third stage of capitalistic agriculture appeared, but only in
Madeira. As the grain yields fell off, capital tended to shift to the more
lucrative crops of sugar and fine wine. From about 1450 onward,
vineyards and cane-fields began to spread. Pre-Madeiran sugar produc-
tion had centred in the Near East, Sicily and Spain; it was almost
certainly from Sicily that it was introduced into the island. The Azores,
however, never reached this stage due to climatological conditions.
After Madeira, the next great area for sugar was to be Brazil. The spread
of sugar cultivation thence, however, came belatedly, only after an
initial generation during which the land was exploited in a manner that
resembled, not the first or cattle stage of the Atlantic islands, but rather
the factory system that the Portuguese had meanwhile developed along
the coast of West Africa during the period after 1449.

Along this coast the Portuguese had avoided, as a rule, any attempt
at significant settlement: the native populations were too dense to be
easily subdued, the area was ecologically unattractive. Instead they
chose to exploit the coast after a pattern adopted from the Italian trading
cities of the late medieval Mediterranean. Here the key institution was
the factory (feitoria), ot fortified trading post. This was defended by the
castle garrison headed by a knight and operated by a factor (festor) or
commercial agent who undertook to make purchases from the native
merchants or chiefs. The merchandise he secured was stored in the
factory and then sold to the Portuguese captains of the trading fleets
that periodically visited the factory. These, however, were often
attacked by foreign pirates who seized ships and cargoes when they did
not make direct attempts to breach Portugal’s fragile monopoly of trade
with the natives. In practice the Portuguese crown responded with coast
guard patrols to drive off unlicensed ships while juridically it sought
and received recognition of its monopoly rights in a series of papal bulls
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(1437-81) that formed the models for the later assignment of exclusive
rights in America to Spain and Portugal.?

By 1500, then, the Portuguese had elaborated two basic patterns for
empire in the South Atlantic, a repertoire to be applied as needed to
the problems they encountered: (1) the uninhabited islands they
regarded juridically as extensions of the mainland kingdom, to be
granted to seigneurial lords by royal gifts (deagées) similar to those made
to lords on the mainland, and to be populated by Portuguese immigrants
using a settlement system whose forms were borrowed from the
medieval Reconquest; (2) along the African coast, where they did en-
counter native peoples, they opted, instead, for trade without settle-
ment based on the factory system of the late medieval Mediterranean.

Upon finally reaching India (Vasco da Gama, 1498), it was the
‘African’ system the Portuguese imposed. Finding an age-old culture
difficult to penetrate or conquer, they resorted to setting up an ‘empire’
based on factories, defended by sea patrols to control unlicensed
shipping in their area. Brazil, ‘discovered’ in the course of the second
voyage to India, presented a more ambiguous image. Geographically
it resembled the Atlantic islands, but, like the African coast, it was
populated by savages whom the first Portuguese often called ‘negroes’.
Only with further exploration did Brazil’s real nature gradually come
into focus. Treated in the same fashion as the African coast during the
first 30 years, it later came to be settled after the pattern of the Atlantic
islands.

DISCOVERY AND EARLY EXPLORATION

Upon his return from India in 1499, Vasco da Gama, we are told,
pleaded fatigue and recommended that the follow-up expedition of 1500
be entrusted instead to Pedro Alvares Cabral, a fidalgo and member of
the king’s household. Cabral’s fleet of thirteen ships followed da Gama’s
route from Lisbon via the Canaries to Cape Verde, but after crossing
the doldrums it was pulled westward by the winds and currents of the
South Atlantic and came within sight of the Brazilian coast near
present-day Porto Seguro on 22 April 1500. The eight days that the fleet
spent refreshing itself in Brazil provided a first brief encounter between

! Charles-Mdrtial de Witte, Les Bulles pontificales et expansion portugaise au XVe siéele (Louvain,
1938), passim.
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two civilizations, one recently embarked upon aggressive imperialism,
the other a stone-age culture, virtually outside of time, living in the
innocence apparently of Eden. The details of these first contacts were
carefully related by the fleet scribe, Pero Vaz da Caminha, in a long letter
to King Manuel of Portugal (the ‘ birth certificate’ of Brazil, in the happy
phrase of Capistrano de Abreu) that remains our principal source of
information about the discovery. On 1 May, Cabral’s fleet weighed
anchor for its final destination, India, but the supply ship under the
command of Gaspar de Lemos was detached to carry immediate news
of the ‘miraculous’ discovery back to the Portuguese court. King
Manuel I (1495-1521) promptly notified his Castilian relatives, Ferdi-
nand and Isabella, of the discovery, emphasizing its strategic value to
Portugal as a way-station for the India fleets, and organized another
expedition the next year for further exploration of Caminha’s ‘Island
of the True Cross’.2

This second fleet of three caravels left Lisbon in May of 1501 under
the command of Gongalo Coelho with Amerigo Vespucci aboard as
chronicler. Our basic knowledge of this, as well as of the later voyage
of 1503—4, comes from Vespucci’s vain, if not mendacious, pen which
has given birth to intricate and endless historiographical questions.
Suffice it to say that the expedition of 1501—2 explored and named many
points along some soo leagues (¢. 2,000 miles) of the Brazilian coast,
from Cape Sio Roque in the north to near Cananéia in the south; these
were soon incorporated into the Cantino map of 1502. Though
Vespucci’s mercantile sensibilities were not excited by what he saw,
‘...one can say that we found nothing of profit there except an infinity
of dyewood trees, canafistula...and other natural marvels that would
be tedious to describe...’,® this second expedition brought back to
Lisbon the first American samples of the brazilwood (caesalpina echinata)
that was not only to provide the ‘Island of the True Cross’ with its
permanent name (Brasil), but also the only compelling reason for its
further exploration.

This second voyage also served to establish the sailing route between
Portugal and Brazil for the remainder of the colonial period. Ships
leaving Portuguese ports usually made for the Canary Islands (where
? On the seemingly endless debate regarding the ‘intentionality’ of Cabral’s landfall, see the

expert judgement of the late Samuel Eliot Morison, The Exropean discovery of America: the southern

voyages, 1492—1616 (New York, 1974), 224.

? Carlos Malheiro Dias, ‘A Expedigdo de 1501—02’, in Histéria da colonizagio Portuguésa no Brasil,
ed. C. Malheiro Dias (Porto, 1924), 11, 202.
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they often tarried to fish) and then headed for the Cape Verdes to take
on fresh water and food; normally this leg of the voyage could last
anywhere from fifteen to twenty days, depending upon weather
conditions. From the Cape Verdes, ships steered south by southwest
to cross the doldrums, a tiresome and tricky task that could easily fail,
leaving the fleet to be swept up by the southern equatorial current into
the Caribbean, as happened to Governor Luis de Vasconcelos on his
outward voyage in 1571. Once safely across the doldrums, ships would
veer westward, drawn naturally (like Cabral) in that direction by the
winds and currents, until they touched Brazil somewhere between Cape
Sdo Roque and Cape Santo Agostinho, whence they could follow the
coast all the way down to the Rio de la Plata. A voyage, say, from Lisbon
to Bahia required about a month and a half, if all went smoothly. If
it did not (as with Padre Cardim in 1583), the outward voyage could
take all of two months or more, even if the Cape Verdes were bypassed.
Ships returning to Portugal steered north from Cape Sio Roque until
they found the Azores whence they could ride the westerlies into
Lisbon. This usually took longer than the outward voyage, often two
and a half months or more.

THE FACTORY PERIOD

Once the initial phase (1500—2) of discovery and reconnaissance had
been completed the Portuguese crown faced the problem of devising
a system to exploit the new-found land. In the context of Portugal’s
prior Atlantic experience, the nature of Brazil was ambiguous. In most
respects, it appeared to be simply another Atlantic island, but unlike
Madeira or the Azores, it was populated by savage though comely
natives. The island pattern of putting cattle ashore to multiply before
the first colonists arrived was thus impossible in Brazil where the
animals would rapidly fall prey to the Indians. Instead, the Portuguese
felt obliged to treat Brazil like the coast of Africa and to exploit it via
a system of trading factories.

To develop the few tradable commodities that were found (dyewood,
monkeys, slaves and parrots) the crown opted to lease out Brazil to a
consortium of Lisbon merchants headed by Fernio de Noronha, who
was already important in the African and Indian trades. Unfortunately,
the contract itself has not survived, but indirect evidence suggests that
it resembled that by which the Guinea trade in Africa had been leased
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in 1469 to the merchant Fernio Gomes for a five-year period. The
group, we are told, was granted a trade monopoly for three years with
no payment to the crown the first year, a sixth of the profits the second,
and a quarter the third. In return, the group agreed to send out six ships
each year to explore 300 leagues (¢. 1,200 miles) of coastline and to
construct a fortified trading post or factory there.

We know of two fleets which the consortium sent out. Details of the
first are sketchy: sailing under an unknown captain, it left Lisbon in
August of 1502, made Brazil near Cape Sdo Roque, visited the area of
Porto Seguro and returned to Lisbon in April of the next year, bringing
back a cargo of brazilwood and Indian slaves. The second voyage is
better known, thanks to Vespucci who was in command of one of the
five ships. He has left us an account of the voyage (his third and last)
in his Letters. Departing Lisbon on 10 June 1503, the expedition ran
into bad weather near the island of Fernando Noronha (named after the
principal merchant of the consortium). Here Vespucci’s ship, along with
that of another captain, lost the fleet. The two went on together to Cabo
Frio in Brazil where they stayed five months to erect the factory called
for in the contract which they garrisoned with 24 men.? In June of 1504
the two ships returned to Lisbon with a cargo of brazilwood. It is likely
that the consortium sent out a third voyage in 1504—5, but no evidence
of it has survived.®

The profitability of these voyages is unknown, but, when the group’s
contract expired in 1505, indirect evidence suggests that the crown
resumed direct control of the Brazil trade just as it did with regard to
the India trade at the same time.® Thus re-established in 1506, direct
crown control of Brazil was to last until 1534 when the land was again
leased out, not, as earlier, to merchants for trade, but rather to territorial
lords for purposes of settlement.

During the intervening years (1506—34) of royal exploitation, the
Portuguese crown continued to adhere to the patterns worked out in
Africa during the fifteenth century, i.e., it maintained royal factories at
a number of strategic points along the coast (Pernambuco, Bahia?, Porto
Seguro?, Cabo Frio, Sio Vicente?), but licensed private vessels to trade
with the natives under its auspices. No yearly statistics for this trade

¢ The point of departure for Hythlodaeus in More’s Utopia.

8 Max Justo Guedes, ‘As primeiras cxpedigdes portuguesas ¢ o reconhecimento da costa
brasileira’, Revista Portuguesa de Histéria, 12/2 (1968), 247—67.

¢ Rolando A. Laguarda Trias, ‘ Christévdo Jaques e as armadas Guarda-Costa’, in Histéria Naval
Brasileira, ed. M. ]. Guedes (Rio de Janeiro, 1975), 1/1, 275.
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have survived, nor have we any record for most of these voyages. Good
luck, however, has preserved for us a relatively detailed account of one
expedition, that of the Bretoa in 1511, which reveals the essential nature
of the system. The ship was financed by a group that again included
Noronha, now in association with Bartolomeu Marchiene, an important
Florentine merchant settled in Lisbon who was already active in the
Madeiran sugar trade. Carrying a complement of five officers and 31
crew, the Bretoa left Lisbon in February and arrived at Bahia in April
where it remained about a month. In May it proceeded south to load
dyewood at the factory established in 1504 near Cabo Frio. The factory
had been sited on an offshore island (for safety against Indian attack)
and contact between the ctew and the natives was strictly forbidden,
factory personnel being the sole go-betweens. Some 5,000 logs were cut
and transported to the factory by Tupi Indians who were paid for their
labour with gifts of trinkets and small tools. Members of the crew were
also allowed to trade for their own account; thus, in addition to the
main cargo of dyewood, 35 Tupi Indian slaves and numerous exotic
animals were brought back. Sailing late in July the ship made Lisbon
at the end of October. The overall profitability of the Brazil trade cannot
be sensibly calculated from this one voyage, but it was evidently
lucrative enough to attract at least occasional investors, especially those
who were already involved in imperial trade or who had Antwerp
outlets, as did Noronha.

Interest in Brazil was not exclusively economic, however. It also
presented a geopolitical problem for the Iberian powers. If, as many
still thought, it was really a large (but relatively poor) island, could it
be rounded and a westward passage found to the much more lucrative
spice islands of the East Indies? Though almost everyone agreed that
the Brazilian bulge fell within the Portuguese sphere as defined by the
Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), did the mouth of the Amazon and the Rio
de la Plata (the most likely routes around Brazil) fall on the Portuguese
or Spanish side of the line? The search for answers centred largely on
La Plata during most of the second decade of the century. A Portuguese
expedition (the Fréis-Lisboa, financed by the Castilian-born Christévio
de Haro among others) had first discovered the Rio de la Plata in
1511—12; Castile responded with the Solis expedition of 1515. This in
turn helped trigger the Portuguese coastguard patrols probably begun
in 1516 by Christévio Jacques.” These, however, did not prevent Spain

7 Or ‘Jaques’ as Laguarda Trfas would prefer, op. «it.
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from sending Magellan to Brazil on the first leg of his search for a
westward passage in 1519. His subsequent discovery of the way around
‘Brazil’ to the Spiceries, though a spectacular feat of navigation, was
largely useless to Castile. The route proved too long to be practical;
and in the meantime Cortés had distracted the Spanish with his
discovery of the riches of the Aztecs. After years of desultory nego-
tiations, Spain pawned her claim to the Spice Islands given her by
Magellan to Portugal for 3 50,000 ducats (Treaty of Zaragoza, 1529) and
Spanish pressure on Brazil came largely to an end.

More important in the long run than Spanish probing around the
fringes of Brazil was French poaching on the dyewood trade. Evidence
for this is haphazard: a ship seizure here, a protest there, but it was
growing, led by merchants operating out of northern French ports in
Normandy and Brittany. A French ship intent upon breaking into the
India trade had, like Cabral, drifted off course onto the coast of Brazil
in 1504, where it remained to load dyewood instead and then returned
to Honfleur. Appetites whetted, French merchants from other ports
(Dieppe, Rouen, Fécamp) began to seek dyewood in Brazil. They made
no attempt to establish factoties after the Portuguese pattern, but traded
directly from their ships, sending agents to live among the Indians, with
whom good relations were developed. Not only did French competition
deprive the Portuguese crown of revenue, but it lowered the price of
brazilwood by increasing supplies on the Antwerp market. In addition,
French seizures of Portuguese ships drove up costs to such a point that
fewer and fewer merchants were willing to risk involvement in the trade.

The initial Portuguese response was to apply the tactics that had
worked so well in the Indian Ocean: to dispatch a fleet to police the
seas with instructions to seize or destroy unlicensed foreign ships. The
expedition of Christévio Jacques, sent to the Brazilian coast in 1516,
was the first direct royal reaction in defence of Brazil. We have little
information on Jacques’ activities during the three years his fleet
patrolled the coast (1516—19) but we know that he established a royal
factory at Pernambuco® and may also have attempted a limited
settlement there for growing sugar cane (if one can trust a document
— since disappeared — cited by Varnhagen). This first coastguard
expedition cannot be considered a complete success, however, for after
1520 there was a noticeable increase in French piracy which was no

# According to Laguarda Trias, he simply moved the factory Vespucci had established at Cabo
Frio (or Rio de Janeiro) to Pernambuco.
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longer confined to Brazil. French privateers lay in wait about strategic
rendezvous points such as the Azores and the straits of Gibraltar to scize
Spanish and Portuguese ships. A recent rough calculation of Portuguese
vessels seized by the French works out to an average of twenty per year
for the decade 1520—30. There is some evidence that the Portuguese
persisted in their attempt to contain this threat with coastguard patrols
(in 1521—2 probably; in 1523—5 perhaps). In any case, Jacques was sent
back to Brazil in 1527 at the head of a fleet of six ships with orders to
eliminate the interlopers at all costs. Running into some French loading
dyewood at Bahia, he seized their (three) ships, either hanged or buried
alive numerous members of their crews and then proceeded to sweep
the coast down to Cabo Frio. Ensuing protests from the French court
brought issues to a head.

In contrast to the Castilians who accepted the juridical bases of the
Portuguese claim and argued only over boundaries, the French presented
a fundamental challenge to Portugal’s exclusive rights to Brazil. These
rested, as in Africa, on papal bulls that embodied the medieval
canonistic tradition of universal papal jurisdiction over the wortld, a
concept classically formulated by Hostiensis and Augustinus Triumphus
in the thirteenth century. This gave the pope legitimate authority to
assign monopoly rights over newly-discovered seas and lands to rulers
who would undertake to evangelize them. But this thirteenth-century
concept soon came under attack from Thomistic critics whose ideas had
recently been reinforced by the Renaissance revival of Roman law,
especially of the Code of Justinian. Indeed, the papal position was no
longer accepted by progressive scholars even in Iberia (e.g. Francisco
de Vitéria). Armed, then, with a more ‘modern’ concept of empire
based on the secular law of nations (ex iure gentium), the French court
insisted upon its right to trade freely and declined to respect any title
not backed up by effective occupation. The French considered their
ships and merchants free to traffic with any area of Brazil not actually
occupied by Portuguese — which meant, in fact, virtually the entire coast.

Under constant pressure during the 1520s, the Portuguese crown
retreated on nearly all fronts. It found it impossible to drive out the
French with sea patrols — the open coast was too long and royal
resources too few. Juridically the papal bulls and the Treaty of Torde-
sillas were recognized only by Castile; and the intellectual acumen of
the French lawyers made the Portuguese king uneasy. Unable to
persuade the French king of his legal rights (he even argued, with a
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tinge of desperation, that he and his predecessors had ‘ purchased’ Brazil
through the Portuguese lives and money expended in the early
expeditions), Jodo III (1521-57) temporarily resorted to bribing
Chabot, the admiral of France, in his attempt to control French piracy
and poaching (1529-31).

This afforded a short respite and Portuguese policy now evolved
rapidly. By 1530 Jodo III and his advisers concluded that some kind
of permanent colony would have to be planted in Brazil. This is one
of the meanings of the expedition of Martim Afonso d