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THE ORIGINS OF SPANISH AMERICAN
INDEPENDENCE

Spain was a durable but not a developed metropolis. At the end of the
eighteenth century, after three centuries of imperial rule, Spanish Ameri-
cans still saw in their mother country an image of themselves. If the
colonies exported primary products, so did Spain. If the colonies
depended upon the merchant marine of foreigners, so did Spain. If the
colonies were dominated by a seigneurial elite, disinclined to save and
invest, so was Spain. The two economies differed in one activity: the
colonies produced precious metals. And even this exceptional division of
labour did not automatically benefit Spain. Here was a case rare in
modern history — a colonial economy dependent upon an underdevel-
oped metropolis.

During the second half of the eighteenth century Bourbon Spain took
stock of itself and sought to modernize its economy, society and
institutions. Reformist ideology was eclectic in inspiration and prag-
matic in intent. The starting point was Spain’s own condition, especially
the decline in productivity. Answers were sought in various schools of
thought. The ideas of the physiocrats were invoked to establish the
primacy of agriculture and the role of the state; mercantilism, to justify a
more effective exploitation of colonial resources; economic liberalism, to
support the removal of restrictions on trade and industry. The Enlight-
enment too exerted its influence, not so much in new political or
philosophical ideas as in a preference for reason and experiment as
opposed to authority and tradition. While these divergent trends may
have been reconciled in the minds of intellectuals, they help to explain the
inconsistencies in the formation of policy, as modernity struggled with
tradition.

The principal aim was to reform existing structures rather than design
new ones, and the basic economic objective was to improve agriculture

I
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2 Independence

rather than to promote industry. The great population growth of the
eighteenth century pressed relentlessly on land. The number of Span-
iards increased by some 57 per cent, from 7.6 million at the beginning of
the century to 12 million in 1808. Rising demand for agricultural
products, both in Spain and on the international market, pushed up
prices and the profits of landowners. At the same time the growth of the
rural population caused a greater demand for land, and rents began to
rise even higher than prices. Now more than ever it was vital to improve
techniques, commercialize production, and remove obstacles to growth.
The corn laws of 1765 abolished price ceilings on grain, permitted free
trade within Spain and exports except during dearth. In 1788 landowners
were given the right to enclose their lands and plough up grazing land.
There was a limited distribution of royal, municipal and even church
land. And the regulations of comercio libre from 1765 removed the worst
restrictions on trade with Spanish America.

Economic improvement did not lead to great social change. There was
a coincidence of interests between government reformers who wished to
increase food supplies, landowners — mainly nobility and clergy — who
wanted to maximize profit, and exporters who sought new markets. But
an incipient middle sector was only faintly heard. Merchant groups were
active in overseas trade, and new industrialists were at work in the
provinces of the peninsula. Catalonia had developed 2 modern cotton
and woollen industry which exported to America via Cadiz and was
seeking more direct outlets. Merchants and manufacturers wanted to
liberalize trade still further and to find in America markets which they
could not secure in Spain. They anticipated comercio libre and profited
from it.

Yet Spain missed the opportunity of fundamental change in the
eighteenth century and finally abandoned the path of modernization.
Castilians, it seemed, were unwilling to accumulate capital for invest-
ment in industry, even in the fomento de industria popular, the artisan
industries so dear to some reformers, preferring instead to acquire
additional land and luxury imports. Prospects of agrarian reform were
frustrated by government apathy and the opposition of vested interests;
agricultural incomes remained low and hindered the development of a
national market for industry. The infrastructure too was badly out-
moded. By the 1790s the transport system was unable to meet the
demands upon it or to serve the needs of a growing population; transport
became a major bottleneck which held back economic growth in the
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The origins of Spanish American Independence 3

Castilian heartland and prevented it from developing an industry of its
own or becoming a market for the industry of other regions. Catalonia
and the other maritime provinces reached their overseas markets and
sources of raw materials by sea more easily than they reached Castile by
land. Finally, except in the Catalan towns and a few ports of northern
Spain, business organization was weak. In spite of state support the
record of most commercial companies was unimpressive, suffering as
they did from lack of capital and slowness of transactions, especially with
America. So retarded was the commercial infrastructure that, although
Spain produced a sufficiency of grain, the coastal regions often found it
necessary to import supplies while export opportunities were also
missed: ‘at least 60,000 barrels of flour [are] needed by Cuba, which could
and should be sent from Spain; our agriculture would profit to the extent
of 20,000, 000 reales a year, which the North Americans thus take out of
our colony’.!

The second half of the eighteenth century, it is true, was a time of
modest economic recovery in which Catalan industry and colonial trade
played their part. But Spain remained essentially an agrarian economy,
and overseas trade was valued above all as an outlet for agricultural
production. In the final analysis the modernizing measures of Charles I1I
(1759—88) were designed to revive a traditional sector of the economy,
and it was made more apparent than ever that the Hispanic world was
constructed not upon a division of labour between metropolis and
colonies but upon ominous similarities. Old structures survived, and the
reform movement itself collapsed amidst the panic induced by the
French Revolution and the subsequent reaction under Charles IV (1788—
1808). The success of absolute monarchy depended among other things
on the character of the monarch. In the person of Charles IV the crown
lost all credibility as an agent of reform. Statesmen gave way to courtiers,
and the appointment of Manuel Godoy signalled a reversion to the style
of the later Habsburgs; the new First Secretary was a classical va/ido,
owing his position not to any qualifications but to royal favour alone.
Godoy treated Spanish America as nothing more than a source of bullion
and its people as taxpayers.

Meanwhile, if Spanish America could not find an industrial supplier
and trading partner in Spain there was an alternative. The British
economy during the eighteenth century was undergoing revolutionary

v Correo Mercantil, 25 October 1808, quoted in Gonzalo Anes, Las crisis agrarias en la Espafia moderna
(Madrid, 1970), 312.
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change. And from 1780 to 1800 when the Industrial Revolution became
really effective Britain experienced an unprecedented growth of trade,
based mainly upon factory production in textiles. It was now that the
Lancashire cotton industry underwent great expansion, while iron and
steel production also showed an impressive rate of increase. France, the
first country to follow Britain’s lead, still lagged behind in productivity,
and the gap widened during war and blockade after 1789. At this point
Britain was virtually without a rival. A substantial proportion — possibly
as much as a third — of Britain’s total industrial output was exported
overseas. About 1805 the cotton industry exported 66 per cent of its final
product, the woollen industry 35 per cent, the iron and steel industry 23.6
per cent. And in the course of the eighteenth century British trade had
come to rely increasingly on colonial markets. Whereas at the beginning
of the eighteenth century 78 per cent of British exports went to the
continent of Europe, at the end the protected markets of Britain’s
European rivals absorbed only 30 per cent, while North America took 30
per cent and 40 per cent went to ‘all parts of the world’, which meant in
effect the British empire, especially the West Indies (25 per cent), and also
included the American colonies of Spain. Virtually the only limit on the
expansion of British exports to the colonial markets was the purchasing
power of their customers, and this depended on what they could earn
from exports to Britain. Although Spanish America had only a limited
range of commodity exports capable of earning returns in Britain, it had
one vital medium of trade, silver. Britain therefore valued her trade with
Spanish America and sought to expand it, either through the re-export
trade from Spain, ot by the channels of contraband in the West Indies and
the South Atlantic.

These considerations, of course, did not amount to a policy of British
imperialism in Spanish America or an intent to oust Spain by force, either
for conquest or for liberation. In spite of the urgings of Spanish
American exiles and the promptings of interested merchants, Britain
remained aloof. The commercial argument for intervention in Spanish
America was rarely regarded as compelling enough to justify fighting for
new markets. Until the crisis years of 1806—7, when it appeared that the
continent of Europe was being closed to British exports, existing outlets
were regarded as adequate. The Spanish American market, though
useful in its existing proportions and important enough to be expanded
where possible, was never so vital that it was necessary to incorporate it
into the British empire. Nevertheless, the market had proved vulnerable
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to British penetration and the consumers were willing. During times of
war with Spain, especially after 1796 when the British navy blockaded
Cadiz, British exports supplied the consequent shortages in the Spanish
colonies. The invidious contrast between Britain and Spain, between
growth and stagnation, between strength and weakness, had a powerful
effect in the minds of Spanish Americans. And there was a further
psychological refinement. If a world power like Britain could lose the
greater part of its American empire, by what right did Spain remain?

The Spanish empire in America rested upon a balance of power groups —
the administration, the Church, and the local elite. The administration
possessed political though little military power, and derived its authority
from the sovereignty of the crown and its own bureaucratic function.
Secular sovereignty was reinforced by the Church, whose religious
mission was backed by jurisdictional and economic power. But the
greatest economic power lay with the elites, property owners in town
and country, comptising a minority of peninsulares and a greater propor-
tion of creoles (whites born in the colonies). By the eighteenth century
local oligarchies were firmly rooted in Spanish America, based on vested
interests in land, mining and commerce, on enduring ties of kinship and
alliance with the colonial bureaucracy, with the viceregal entourage and
the judges of the asdiencia, and on a strong sense of regional identity. The
weakness of royal government and its need for revenue enabled these
groups to develop effective forms of resistance to the distant imperial
government. Offices were bought, informal bargains were made. The
traditional bureaucracy reflected these conditions, bending to pressure
and avoiding conflict, constituting in effect not the agents of imperial
centralization but brokers between Spanish crown and American sub-
jects, instruments of bureaucratic devolution rather than a unitary state.
The Bourbons found this unacceptable.

Bourbon policy altered relations between the major power groups.
The administration itself was the first to disturb the balance. Enlightened
absolutism enlarged the function of the state at the expense of the private
sector and ultimately alienated the local ruling class. The Bourbons
overhauled imperial government, centralized the mechanism of control
and modernized the bureaucracy. New viceroyalties and other units of
administration were created. New officials, the intendants, were ap-
pointed. New methods of government were tried. These were partly
administrative and fiscal devices; they also implied closer supervision of
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the American population. What the metropolis thought was rational
development, the local elites interpreted as an attack on local interests.
For the intendants replaced alcaldes mayores and corregidores, officials who
had long had been adept at reconciling different interests. They derived
their income not from a salary but from entrepreneurship, trading with
the Indians under their jurisdiction, advancing capital and credit, sup-
plying equipment and goods, and exercising an economic monopoly in
their district. Their financial backers, merchant speculators in the col-
onies, guaranteed a salary and expenses to ingoing officials, who then
forced the Indians to accept advances of cash and equipment in otder to
produce an export crop or simply to consume surplus commodities. This
was the notorious repartimiento de comercio, and by it the different interest
groups were satisfied. The Indians were forced into producing and
consuming; royal officials received an income; merchants gained an
export crop; and the crown saved money on salaries. The price, of
course, was high in other respects, amounting to abdication of imperial
control in face of local pressures. The practice was extensive in Mexico;
and in Peru it helped to cause the Indian rebellion of 1780.

Spanish reformers decreed the abolition of the entire system in the
interests of rational and humane administration. The Otrdinance of
Intendants (1784 in Peru, 1786 in Mexico), a basic instrument of
Bourbon reform, ended repartimientos and replaced corregidores and al-
caldes mayores by intendants, assisted by subdelegates in the pueblos de
indios. The new legislation introduced paid officials; and it guaranteed
the Indians the right to trade and work as they wished.

Enlightened administrative reform did not necessarily work in Amer-
ica. Colonial interests, peninsular and creole alike, found the new policy
inhibiting and they resented the unwonted intervention of the metrop-
olis. The abolition of repartimientos threatened not only merchants and
landowners but also the Indians themselves, unaccustomed to using
money in a free market and dependent on credit for livestock and
merchandise. How could Indians now be incorporated into the econ-
omy? Private capitalists hesitated to step into the place of the old officials
and advance credit, fearing it was illegal. So there was confusion, and
production and trade were damaged. Some hoped for the suppression of
the intendants and the restoration of the repartimientos. Others took the
law into their own hands. In Mexico and Peru the repartimientos re-
appeared, as the subdelegates sought to increase their income, the
landowners to retain their grip on labour and the merchants to re-
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establish old consumer markets. After a brief flurry, therefore, Bourbon
policy was sabotaged within the colonies themselves; local elites re-
sponded unfavourably to the new absolutism and they would soon have
to decide whether to reach for political power in order to prevent further
instalments of enlightened legislation.

As the Bourbons strengthened the administration, so they weakened
the Church. In 1767 they expelled the Jesuits from America, some 2,500
in all, the majority of them Americans, who were thus removed from
their homelands as well as their missions. The expulsion was an attack on
the semi-independence of the Jesuits and an assertion of imperial control.
For the Jesuits possessed a great franchise in America, and in Paraguay
they had a fortified enclave; their ownership of haciendas and other
forms of property gave them independent economic power which was
enhanced by their successful entrepreneurial activities. In the long term
Spanish Americans were ambivalent towards the expulsion. The Jesuit
property expropriated in 1767, the extensive lands and rich haciendas,
were sold to the wealthiest groups in the colonies, the creole families who
were credit-worthy enough to bid for them. More immediately, how-
ever, Spanish Americans regarded the expulsion as an act of despotism, a
direct attack upon their compatriots in their own countries. Of the 680
Jesuits expelled from Mexico about 450 were Mexicans. Of the 360 o so
expelled from Chile some 58 per cent were Chileans, 25 per cent
Spaniards and the rest from other parts of Europe and America. Their
life-long exile was a cause of great resentment not only among them-
selves but also among the families and sympathisers whom they left
behind.

‘All privileges are odious’, said the Count of Campomanes. An
essential theme of Bourbon policy was opposition to corporate bodies
possessing a special franchise in the state. The embodiment of privilege
was the Church, whose fueros gave it clerical immunity from civil
jurisdiction and whose wealth made it the largest source of investment
capital in Spanish America. The power of the Church, though not its
doctrine, was one of the principal targets of the Bourbon reformers.
They sought to bring the clergy under the jurisdiction of the secular
courts and in the process they increasingly curtailed clerical immunity.
Then, with the defences of the Church weakened, they hoped to lay
hands on its property. The clergy reacted vigorously. While they did not
challenge Bourbon regalism, they bitterly resented the infringement of
their personal privilege. They resisted Bourbon policy and were
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The origins of Spanish American Independence 9

supported in many cases by pious laymen. The lower clergy, whose fuero
was virtually their only material asset, were the more seriously alienated,
and from their ranks, particularly in Mexico, many of the insurgent
officers and guerrilla leaders would be recruited.

Another focus of power and privilege was the army. Spain had not the
resources to maintain large garrisons of regular troops in America, and
she relied chiefly on colonial militias, strengthened by a few peninsular
units. From 1760 a new militia was created and the burden of defence was
placed squarely on colonial economies and personnel. But Bourbon
reforms were often ambiguous in their effects. To encourage recruits,
militia members were admitted to the fuero militar, a status which gave to
creoles, and to some extent even to mixed races, the privileges and
immunities already enjoyed by the Spanish military, in particular the
protection of military law, to the detriment of civil jurisdiction. More-
over, as imperial defence was increasingly committed to the colonial
militia, officered in many cases by creoles, Spain designed a weapon
which might ultimately be turned against her. Even before this point was
reached the militia created problems of internal security.

In Peru, when the Indian rebellion of 1780 broke out, the local militia
first stood by and watched, and then suffered severe defeat. As its
efficiency and its loyalty were both called into question, the authorities
decided that it was too great a risk to employ a militia force consisting of
mestizo (mixed Indian-Spanish) troops and creole officers, many of
whom had their own grievances against Bourbon policy, in a counter-
insurgency role among Indians and mixed races. To crush the revolt they
sent in regular army units from the coast officered by peninsular
Spaniards and composed largely of blacks and mulattos (mixed black-
European), with loyal Indian conscripts in support. In the wake of the
rebellion Spain took a number of steps to strengthen imperial control.
The role of the militia was reduced and responsibility for defence was
restored to the regular army. Senior officers in both regular and militia
units were now invariably Spaniards. And the fuero militar was restricted,
especially among non-whites. Thus the militia was prevented from
becoming an independent corporation, and the creoles were halted in
their progress along the ladder of military promotion. This was a source
of grievance, but one which remained muted in the peculiar social
structure of Peru. Fear of the Indian and mestigo masses was a powerful
stimulus to loyalty among creoles and a potent reason for accepting
white rule, even if the whites were peninsulares.
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In Mexico, as in Peru, there were few signs of creole militarism. A
military career was not in itself attractive, nor was it made so by the
authorities. In fact the militia had its critics. Viceroy Revillagigedo
thought it folly to give weapons to Indians, blacks and castas (people of
mixed race), and he doubted the loyalty of creole officers. Even after
1789, when the militia was in fact expanded, the creoles usually joined for
non-military reasons, for offices and titles, and to add prestige to a
fortune made in mining or trade. As for the fuero militar, no doubt it was
useful, but against it had to be weighed the hardships of military service.
The lower classes obtained little from army service, though a few saw it
as a way to escape the degradation of their caste. This however only
reinforced the fears held by creole officers, and by all whites, that the
army might be turned against them. If the creoles feared the Indians, the
peninsulares distrusted the creoles, and for this reason it was rare for a
creole to obtain a senior commission, even after 1789 when Spain could
spare few regulars from Europe. The lesson which Mexicans learnt was
that access to military promotion, as well as to civil office, was increas-
ingly restricted, and that official hostility to corporate privilege appeared
to coincide with a reaction against creole influence in government.

While the Bourbons curtailed privilege in Spanish America, so they
exerted closer economic control, forcing the local economies to work
directly for Spain and diverting to the metropolis the surplus of produc-
tionand revenue which had long been retained within the colonies. From
the 1750s great efforts were made to increase imperial revenue. Two
devices were particularly favoured. Royal monopolies were imposed on
an increasing number of commodities, including tobacco, spirits, gun-
powder, salt and other consumer goods. And the government assumed
the direct administration of taxes traditionally farmed out to private
contractors. The dreaded alcabala, or sales tax, continued to burden all
transactions, and now its level was raised in some cases from 4 to 6 per
cent, while its collection was more rigorously enforced. The new
revenue was not normally expended within America itself on public
works and services. It was converted instantly into specie and shipped to
Spain, depriving the local economies of vital money supply. In Mexico
royal income rose from 3 million pesos in 1712 to 14 million a year by the
end of the century. Six million of this went as pure profit to the treasury
in Madrid. In good years colonial revenue might represent 20 per cent of
Spanish treasury income. This dwindled almost to zero during times of

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9780521341295
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9780521341295: 


