Encomienda

Charles Gibson

In the aftermath of conquest a variety of persons,
classes, and interests became rivals for control of
what had been won. The Indian had now been
excluded as a significant competitive element and
would ever afterward be held subordinate. The
early settlers’ fear of Indian revolt proved for the
most part groundless, and no Indian uprising was
ever more than temporarily successful. The con-
quest did resolve the question of racial mastery. The
postconquest conflicts were not between Spaniards
and Indians but among factions of Spaniards, who
vied for domination over Indians and over one
another.

Divisive forces that had already appeared within
the conquest armies continued or reappeared in the
postconquest years. Indeed conquest had been a
cohesive influence, uniting Spaniards against Indi-
ans, and the disputes among Spaniards during the
wars arose in spite of the danger of the common
enemy. The subsequent period now offered more
ample opportunities for factionalism, and the politi-
cal history of every Spanish-American region in the
sixteenth century may be read as a local contest for
power. The quarrels tended everywhere to take a per-
sonalized form, for loyalty to the leaders served as
party bonds, providing groups both with their names
(thus the Almagrists and the Pizarrists in Peru) and
with their raisons d’etre. Moreover they remained
always within relatively narrow geographical
bounds. They never expanded to pan-colonial dimen-
sions. The Spanish settlers of Mexico recognized few
competitions in their relations with the Spanish set-
tlers of the West Indies or of Peru or of New Grana-
da. The intervening distances were too extensive,
contact was too infrequent, and local affairs were too
demanding for disputes between region and region.
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In each postconquest area we may identify three
conflicting elements, to which we now devote three
successive chapters. The first is the encomendero
class, consisting of former conquistadores, leading
civilian colonists, and other privileged Spaniards.
These formed an early colonial aristocracy exercising
its power in the institution known as encomienda.
The second is the colonial church, dedicated to the
tasks of converting Indians, preventing Indian
exploitation by encomenderos, and establishing a
Christian society. And the third is the Spanish secu-
lar state with its expanding colonial officialdom and
its monarchical insistence on state control over all
persons and parties in America.

Through a formal grant of encomienda, designated
Indian families, usually the inhabitants of a town or
of a cluster of towns, were entrusted to the charge of
a Spanish colonist, who thus became the
encomendero. In the characteristic phrase, he “held”
these Indians “in encomienda.” The first
encomenderos were permitted to exact both commodi-
ty tribute and labor service from the Indians whom
they “held.” In this way they derived an income and
were able to control labor groups without risk or
effort. In return they were expected to render mili-
tary service (a traditional obligation for the privi-
leged as well as a consequence of the fear of Indian
uprisings) and to provide for the Christianization of
the Indians committed to their charge. Technically
the term encomienda referred to the conditions of
trust under which Indian peoples were granted; they
were entrusted to an encomendero’s care as a respon-
sibility and favor, in return for military and religious
obligations on his part.l

An analogy may be made between Spanish
encomienda and the later institutions by which other
imperial nations compensated the private agents of
their expansion: the proprietorship of the British, the
patroonship of the Dutch, the seigneury of the
French, and the captaincy of the Portuguese. Each of
these differed from the others in important ways.
What they had in common was an official award of

II1-495 .



authority issued to a private individual in return for
specified contributions to an imperial end. In no case
was a monarchy prepared to undertake imperial pro-
jects of its own. In all, the initial efforts were to be
made by individuals licensed by the crown. The
British, Dutch, French, and Portuguese institutions
required the transportation of colonists. The Spanish
did not, for the territories of Spanish settlement were
already populated by Indians, and the problem was one
of controlling an existing population and rewarding
colonists already on the scene.

In Spain, Christian knights had acquired jurisdic-
tion over lands and people captured from the Moors
in a form sometimes known as encomienda.2 In
America, occupation took place under conditions sim-
ilar to those of the Spanish reconquista and it yielded
a comparable solution. The process required a degree
of reversion or recapitulation, and this also has an
analogy with the later practice of other imperial
nations, as in the history of the English proprietor-
ship. But in both the Spanish and the British
empires the colonial solutions came to be more
significant and more controversial than the prototype
of the parent countries. With respect to encomienda,
the differences are to be explained by the tradition of
African enslavement, by the availability of large
numbers of American natives, by their extreme
vulnerability to Spanish demands, and by the need
for creating, provisioning, and housing a society in a
new environment.

Encomienda in an irregular, uncontrolled, and
highly exploitative form appeared in America at an
early date. Its initial unregulated phase preceded the
“age of conquest,” for it was widely established in the
West Indies during the early years. In the first Span-
ish settlements encomienda represented a simple
solution to a labor problem. Frontier life—the West
Indies at this time were the western frontier of Euro-
pean civilization—implied a condition of labor
demand. The settlers were few, and the tasks of con-
structing the colonial community great. White set-
tlers, in the Iberian hidalgo tradition, performed
manual labor only with reluctance and distaste.
Native labor was the result. Indians were assigned as
workers to Spanish employers and the encomienda
system was inaugurated.

The West Indian experience from the time of
Columbus’ first voyage was one of Indian labor for
Spanish masters. When this labor was not given “vol-
untarily” it was extracted by force. As Spaniards
arrived in increasing numbers, the need for labor
became more pressing, and the burden upon Indian
manpower progressively more severe. Spaniards
raided Indian communities, took captives, and, in
order to prevent escape or to ensure the full measure

of work, practiced large-scale enslavement. Colum-
bus, at first, appears to have made some attempt to
regulate this forced labor, but without appreciable
success.4 In general the first Spanish contacts with
the natives of America followed the precedent of
European contact with the natives of Africa, and the

practicality and legitimacy of enslavement were

everywhere assumed.

The problem for Queen Isabella lay in reconciling
economic needs with the professed Christian purpos-
es of Spanish imperialism. There can be no question
that the obligation to Christianize the Indians, as
originally enunciated by the papacy, was taken seri-
ously by the queen. On the other hand, her condem-
nation of Indian slavery—a condemnation frequently
cited by her modern admirers—was neither uncom-
promising nor disinterested. On a number of occa-
sions the queen countenanced, and even demanded a
share in, the trade of Indian captives as slaves.D It is
true that formal enslavement, in the queen’s view,
was not to affect the entire native population. It was
rather a punishment meted to resisting, rebellious,
or cannibalistic individuals and tribes. The queen
explicitly took the position that Indians innocent of
punishable crimes were “free” crown subjects. But,
like other such subjects, they were liable to tribute
exaction, and in the conditions of the West Indies
colony they might be compelled to work. Thus “free”
Indians became available for encomienda
assignment:s.6

The monarchy, notably inconsistent in many
aspects of its imperial administration, never deviated
from its position that the indigenous population was
technically free. The encomienda regulations, as
encomienda developed in the West Indies under the
first royal governors, paid strict, formal recognition
to this freedom. Indians under the system were not
to be chattels. They could not be bought or sold. They
were to be assigned for stated purposes, and
encomenderos were to treat them with humane
respect and with regard for the principles of Chris-
tian social intercourse. The object of encomienda was
to Christianize pagan peoples through the ministra-
tions of the encomenderos and to civilize them by
encouraging orderly habits of industry.

But royal declarations of Indian freedom had little
connection with the manner in which Indians contin-
ued to be treated in America. To the encomenderos
the encouragement of orderly habits of industry
meant only that permission was given for forced
labor. In Hispaniola, natives were formally distribut-
ed to Spanish colonists who used them in placer min-
ing, agriculture, and stock raising, and who reduced
their Christianization to baptism en masse.
Encomienda Indians were overworked, abused,

ITI-496



bought and sold, and otherwise treated in ways that
did not distinguish them from nonencomienda Indi-
ans. And even in law those who escaped might be
recaptured and condemned to outright slavery, as
punishment for neglecting their obligation to
“voluntary” work.

After the death of Isabella in 1504, Ferdinand fur-
ther indulged the encomendero class and profited
from the encomienda system himself. He ensured a
revenue from the islands by employing Indians as
gold miners directly in the royal service and by tax-
ing the encomenderos proportionately to the number
of Indians held.? Only when missionaries of the
Dominican order made strong humanitarian protests
against the actual conduct of encomenderos was Fer-
dinand’s attention brought back to the ethical and
Christian aspects of the problem. He answered the
Dominican accusations with the Laws of Burgos
(1512-13), a code of Spanish-Indian relations that
expressed the royal government’s first considered
and official position on the question of encomienda.

The Laws of Burgos sanctioned the encomiendas,
but.sought to surround them with specific directives:
that Indians should not be mistreated; that
encomenderos should earnestly provide for Indian
Christianization; that encomienda Indians were not
to be enslaved; that encomiendas should be limited in
size. The laws were carefully drafted, copied, and
sent to America for promulgation. But what was
lacking was a means of enforcement. Governors in
the West Indies functioned without power and were
at the mercy of the encomenderos.? It may be doubt-
ed whether any West Indian encomendero modified
his conduct as a result of the Burgos legislation.
Thus the royal government’s initial effort to establish
control was frustrated, and the Laws of Burgos stand
as one of many instances in Spanish colonial history
of the ineffectiveness of law.

The years 1515-20 witnessed a number of events of
importance in encomienda history. One was the
death of Ferdinand and the accession of his grandson
Charles I (1516). Another was the rise to favor of Las
Casas, who advocated not simply peaceful Christian-
ization but also the total abolition of encomienda.
Under Las Casas’ urging the colonial government
was temporarily placed in the hands of three
Jeronymite friars, who, after conducting their
inquiry, reported that encomienda could not be eradi-
cated without grave damage to the whole colonial
fabric.10 An official position of reluctant compromise
appeared to be called for. But Charles I—he
remained Charles I of Spain while becoming the
emperor Charles V in 1519—adopted the opposite, or
Las Casas, position. In 1520, while Cortés was sub-
duing new populations that would be coveted by

encomenderos in Mexico, the royal government ruled
that the entire institution of encomienda was to come
to an end.1

The situation appeared to be a critical one. The
future of privately controlled labor and tribute in the
Indies hung momentarily in the balance. If the royal
order were to be obeyed, encomienda would termi-
nate in the islands. It would never be carried to the
centers of mainland colonization and would be
remembered simply as an introductory and tempo-
rary phase of Spanish-Indian relations. But the order
was not obeyed. Encomienda was carried to Mexico,
and from Mexico to other parts of the American
empire. It proceeded to follow all the routes of the
conquistadores. Because Cortés was the one who first
permitted encomienda in Mexico, the entire main-
land development has sometimes been charged to
him. But it is obvious that encomienda was stronger
than any single individual. As Cortés insisted in his
explanatory letter to Charles V, its prevention or
abolition at this juncture would have been impossi-
ble. The soldiers of the Mexican conquest, familiar as
they were with life in the West Indies, demanded
encomiendas as rewards for conquest services. More-
over the opportunities for encomienda in Mexico,
where Indians were available in immense numbers,
were much more extensive than in the islands.12 The
king yielded under the pressure of petitions from the
new Mexican encomenderos. Charles V, like
Ferdinand and Isabella before him, came to the
official position that “free” Indians might be placed
in encomienda without any compromise of
freedom.

From the time of the conquest of Mexico through
the “age of conquest” and after, encomienda flour-
ished openly in the Spanish colonies of America.
Everywhere the soldiers of the conquest armies
repeated the demands of the soldiers of Cortés. It
was everywhere accepted that the largest and most
remunerative grants were to be assigned to those
whose military services had been most substantial. 14
Cortés became the foremost encomendero of all, with
his holdings in the Valley of Oaxaca and scattered
additional grants elsewhere. His tremendous rich-
es—it is likely that he was at one time the wealthiest
person in the entire Spanish world--depended chiefly
on encomienda, which furnished him a large annual
tribute income and labor for his various enterprises.
It is of course highly probable that Cortés’ refusal to
halt encomienda was based not only on his soldiers’
demands but also on his own opportunism and antici-
pation of personal gain.

The original connection between an encomendero
class and a conquistador class could not persist for long.
As royal governors were appointed, the assignment of
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new encomiendas passed from the control of conquest
leaders to the control of crown representatives. In the
rapidly changing postconquest society, new
encomenderos arose who had never fought in con-
quest wars. The distinction between conquistadores
and postconquest arrivals tended everywhere to
become blurred. In the transitional period, with the
influx of new settlers, an individual could pass as a
conquistador for having engaged in some frontier
raid or for having helped to suppress some local Indi-
an uprising. Membership in the encomendero class
was rapidly increasing in the 1530’s and 1540’s, and
there presently remained no additional native soci-
eties worth conquering. Thus encomienda came to be
regarded as a reward for generalized imperial ser-
vice, whether or not rendered in a war of conquest,
and a number of the most powerful encomenderos
were simultaneously civil officers or ecclesiastics in
the royal service.

In all conquered lands encomienda was the institu-
tion that provided most effectively for the transition
from a state of war to a state of peace. Everywhere
encomienda ensured the continued subordination of
conquered people and their utilization by new white
masters. In all Indian areas a lower class was avail-
able for exploitation. The existence of Indian commu-
nities of different sizes allowed for the accommoda-
tion of differing degrees of wealth and authority.
Minor awards to relatively undistinguished colonists
took the form of individual assignments of small
towns. At the other extreme the wealthiest, most
deserving, or most powerful colonists controlled
grants consisting of clusters of towns or held scat-
tered towns in various localities. Many single
encomenderos were entrusted with a dozen or more
communities and with thousands of laborers and
tribute payers. 15

An economical administration of encomienda
required much managerial skill and careful record-
keeping on the part of the encomendero. But economi-
cal administrations were rare. Encomienda was a
large-scale operation in a period of cheap labor, and
encomenderos preferred less meticulous methods of
coercion. The developed Indian societies were already
sufficiently organized to allow a management
through overseers and puppet rulers. Encomenderos
operated through existing Indian leaders and
engaged in relatively little direct contact with mass
populations. Procedures of labor control and tribute
exaction ordinarily followed the original Indian pro-
cedures themselves, now turned to the profit of the
encomendero. Many circumstances, not the least of
which was the huge number of Indians available,
conduced to set encomenderos apart and to render
them a distinct and intolerant ruling class.

Encomienda Indians were made to perform many
new tasks. Spanish agriculture required plows, draft
animals, and new crops. Sugar milling, a standard
encomendero operation in the tropical zones, involved
methods of work previously unknown to American
natives. The prodigious construction labors likewise
followed Spanish rather than native techniques. But
it would be idealistic to suppose that Indians in
encomienda developed private skills or otherwise
derived personal benefit from their training. Most
labor remained routine, unskilled, mass labor. Abun-
dant records of the early postconquest period testify
to the abuses—the punishments, tortures, exorbitant
tribute demands, labor cruelties, enslavement, and
other excesses—committed by encomenderos and
their overseers.16 Indian leaders were the accom-
plices and agents of white bosses in these practices,
and native society frequently found itself substitut-
ing one form of submission for another. In Aztec,
Inca, and many other societies of America, exploita-
tion of the masses was not an innovation of the colo-
nial period. This fact, sometimes cited in extenuation
of the encomenderos’ conduct, may be cited also in
partial explanation of it, for the encomenderos’
techniques were much facilitated by the Indians’
previous experience. ,

Encomenderos made repeated efforts to reinforce
and further legalize their status. Their acknowl-
edged aim was to transform encomienda into an
instrument for complete and lasting control not only
of Indians but of the colonies as a whole. To this end
they sought to make encomienda an inheritable
possession and to make of themselves a perpetual
colonial nobility. It had been insisted at first that the
grants were to be limited to a tenure of a few years,
or to a single lifetime, or to the pleasure of the
crown. But the first encomenderos proceeded to
bequeath their holdings to their widows and children,
and the legacies were not denied by royal officers.
From the practical monarchical point of view, the
question of succession in encomienda—a question
that received lengthy and impassioned attention in
the official correspondence of the 1530’s and early
154(0’s—could be regarded as one of rivalry for power
between the monarchy and the incipient colonial
aristocracy. If the encomenderos could perpetuate
encomienda through inheritance, a nobility might be
created in the New World comparable to that of
fifteenth-century Spain prior to the centralizing mea-
sures of Ferdinand and Isabélla.l7 It became the
task of Charles V to establish royal authority in
America equal to that already secured at home. The
task was beset by many difficulties and could not be
accomplished immediately or without compromise.
The foremost effort to achieve it was the legislation
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known as the New Laws, promulgated suddenly in
1542-43.

The New Laws, to be sure, were expressed not, in
terms of the struggle for royal power but in terms of
the humanitarian policy toward native peoples, a pol-
icy to which the crown repeatedly gave theoretical
priority. The New Laws prohibited Indian enslave-
ment, even as punishment. They forbade the grant-
ing of new encomiendas. They ordered ecclesiastics
and royal officers to relinquish immediately any
encomienda holdings they might possess, officially
separating the agents of both arms of the state from
implication in the system and defining the terms of
the contest more closely. Other encomenderos were to
retain their grants but were not to bequeath them to
their heirs, a regulation calculated to destroy
encomienda utterly within a generation. Tributes
taken from Indians were to be fixed and regulated
and were not to be exorbitant. The New Laws were
far less ambiguous and far more extreme than the
Laws of Burgos thirty years before. The difference in
mood between 1512 and 1542 is to be attributed to
the more confident authority of Charles V and to the
influence of his humanitarian advisers, including Las
Casas, at the court.1

At the most the New Laws could be termed only

partially successful. The outcry of the encomendero
class against them was general throughout the Span-
ish colonies. Rebellion, which threatened everywhere,
erupted seriously in Peru, where it added one fur-
ther element of disorder to the continuing civil war.
In Mexico a cautious viceroy refrained from announc-
ing the offending legislation. Recognizing the New
Laws to be unenforceable, the monarchical govern-
ment now repealed the prohibition of inheritance and
allowed most encomiendas then in force to continue.
The repeal, in 1545-46, was hailed everywhere in the
colonies as a signal victory for the encomienda
interests.
- Encomienda was thus given a certain
reinforcement and a renewed sanction in the 1540’s
despite the New Laws. But though abolition could
not be made effective, much restrictive legislation
remained in effect, and the strength of the monarchy
was everywhere more visible. Royal enactments
after the mid-1540’s abandoned the effort to
terminate encomienda in any immediate or over-all
way. Crown policy was now dedicated instead to
more attainable goals: control over existing
encomiendas, the limitation of encomendero
behavior, and the gradual reduction of encomienda so
that it might no longer threaten monarchical rule.19
In law, and to a large extent in practice, the mid-
1540’s represent the highest point of encomienda
influence.

A series of restrictive acts beginning in the mid-
sixteenth century related particularly to the
encomenderos’ manipulation of labor and tribute.20
In the conception of the time, labor (servicio personal)
was held to be a form of tribute, the payment of com-
modities, including money, and the payment of ser-
vices both being understood as due the encomenderos
by the Indians entrusted to them. Royal regulations
of 1549 and after began to disrupt this connection.
Henceforth commodity tribute alone was to be paid,
and servicio personal was not to be considered a part
of tribute. This distinction between tribute and labor
service, though not easily or quickly enforced, came
to be accepted in the centers of Indian population and
colonial rule. The dual powers of encomenderos over
Indians were separated in the latter part of the six-
teenth century, and efforts were made to bring Indi-
an labor under the state through other means.21
With respect to tribute, the royal administrators now
dedicated themselves to the drafting and en-
forcement of tasaciones, or statements of legal
amounts that encomenderos could demand. Each
encomienda was assigned a separate tasacién, and
all were based upon a principle of equality in Indian
payment. Each Indian was to give an equal amount
of tribute, and encomenderos were not to charge in
excess of the tasacién limits. Viceroys and other royal
officers undertook to enforce these regulations, and
each encomendero’s income was accordingly limited
to a fixed quota, a multiple of the number of Indians
held.22

In responding to the encomenderos’ demands for
privileges of inheritance, the crown of the later
sixteenth century avoided the drastic prohibitions of
the New Laws. But the crown also refrained from
any approval of inheritance in perpetuity. Royal
legislation concerned itself with definitions of the
term vida (life or generation) and with the number of
vidas that were to comprise an encomienda’s legal
duration prior to reversion to the crown. If the first
holder of an encomienda bequeathed it to his son,
that encomienda was said to be in the second vida.
The grandson of the first holder accounted for the
third vida, and the great-grandson for the fourth.
But few encomiendas were so simple as this, and
complicating questions arose. In the absence of sons,
could a daughter inherit? If so, in a society dominat-
ed by males, what was the status of a daughter’s
husband, or, to introduce additional difficulties, of
her second husband after the death of the first?
Meanwhile was any share of the income to be
reserved for the widow of the first holder, or for the
widow’s second husband? Was an encomienda always
to go to the eldest son? Could it be subdivided among
several sons, and if so would these parts later revert
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to the eldest son or to the widows or sons of the cadet
sons?2

A labyrinth of legalism surrounded these uncer-
tainties, all taken very seriously by the crown and by
the individuals concerned. Encomenderos sought to
evade the restrictions and to argue their cases as
best they could. Elderly encomenderos on their death
beds married young girls so that the single life might
be prolonged. The complications of law and action
supported a class of colonial lawyers, and disputes
proceeded interminably in the courts. Royal prosecu-
tors studied personal case histories, seeking to revise
the number of legal lives in ways that would force
escheatment. For New Spain the crown allowed a
third vida in 1555 and a fourth in 1607. In Peru the
third vida was legalized in 1629. But these dates are
deceptive. Special privileges were granted in particu-
lar instances, and despite the general rules, there
were always numerous exceptions. In many cases
encomiendas that had reverted were reassigned and
the new recipients were understood to be possessors
in the first vida. Hence, although only two or three
generations might be permitted in legal generaliza-
tion, the real history of encomienda lasted for a much
longer time.

With the escheatment of each encomienda the
crown registered a gain and the encomienda interests
suffered a loss. Tribute that had formerly been
directed to a private recipient was redirected to the
royal treasury. The crown introduced royal officers as
collectors of tribute from Indians who were no longer
in encomienda, and the private beneficiaries of the
system were progressively reduced in number. Indi-
viduals who suffered hardships were sometimes com-
pensated by other royal grants. No single instance of
escheatment was in itself consequential, but the suc-
cession of many instances through the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries meant a cumulative change
from private to monarchical authority.

Royal legislation relating to encomienda has often
been accused of inconsistency, and the accusation is
not without substance. Even perpetual, nonrevocable
encomiendas were permitted in a few instances. The
inconsistent enactments on the subject of inheritance
illustrate Spanish legalism in a revealing form. But
in a larger sense the crown did succeed in its cam-
paign against the incipient American aristocracy.
Again this success may be likened to that of other
and later imperial nations, as when Portugal brought
the donatdrios under royal administration and when
England royalized its corporate and proprietary
colonies. The vacillations of the Spanish crown, par-
ticularly in the later stages, should be understood in
a context of growing domination. The crown could
afford to make isolated and strategic exceptions to its

encomienda policy precisely because the independent
encomienda power had been thoroughly reduced.

The progressive limitation of encomienda, however,
was not due exclusively to the astuteness and
strength of the crown. An additional and unexpected
factor was the continuous decrease in Indian popula-
tion. The history of encomienda is closely linked with

native American demography. A large Indian popula-

tion was essential for the continued well-being of an
encomendero class. But from their first contact with
Spaniards the Indian peoples of America started to
melt away. The numbers killed in the conquests were
small in comparison with the tremendous numbers
who died during the postconquest decades. Indians
were all but extinct in the West Indies by the 1540’s.
Severe losses occurred on the tropical coasts and
highland areas of New Spain, where native peoples
had been exceptionally dense. In many tropical areas
of the mainland Indians were sparse or wholly
nonexistent by 1600, and in the highland areas popu-
lation losses up to 90 per cent were not uncommon by
the early seventeenth century. The most painstaking
of modern studies records a decline in New Spain
from about 25 million in 1519 to slightly over one
million in 1605.25 Depopulation in South America
has not been computed so precisely, but it is at least
possible that it was equally severe,26

The crown had nothing to do with this appalling
depopulation. To have deliberately undercut the
encomenderos’ powers through a policy of Indian
extermination would have been unthinkable in the
responsible, Christian courts of Charles V and Philip
II, where the Indians of America were still regarded
as free crown vassals. Far from encouraging any
lethal conduct on the part of the colonists, the Span-
ish kings in general were unaware of the magnitude
of the loss, and in so far as they comprehended it
they sought to offset it and ameliorate its conse-
quences. A common interpretation attributed the
Indian deaths to the cruelties and exploitative mea-
sures of the encomenderos, and the crown was thus
persuaded to see the campaign against encomienda
and the halting of depopulation as aspects of a single
policy undertaken on behalf of Indian welfare.

We know now that Indian depopulation was an
ecological phenomenon, uncontrollable in sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century terms. Humanitarian
enactments were powerless against it, and it there-
fore reduced encomienda in a process quite unrelated
to royal legislation. Even casual contacts between
Spaniards and Indians meant that Indians died, for
they immediately became victims of the diseases that
Spaniards carried. Disease traveled rapidly in Ameri-
ca, more rapidly than encomienda and more rapidly
than the particular individuals who were carriers of
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disease. It is possible that the population of the Inca
empire had already been reduced by half or more by
the early 1530’s, when Pizarro reached the coast and
began the c'onquest.27 Because Indian and European
civilizations had been maintained in isolation, dis-
eases against which Europeans had developed effec-
tive, if partial, immunities became destructive epi-
demics when Indians were exposed to them.
Smallpox, typhoid, and measles were wholesale
killers in Indian society, and no one could halt the
devastation once it had begun. The balance was
heavily on the side of the white population. The only
possible compensating infection offered by the Indi-
ans was syphilis, which seems to have occurred in
mild forms in native America and which raged in vir-
ulent plagues in Europe after 1493. The effects of
syphilis in Europe were severe, but they were far less
severe than the diseases with which Spaniards
infected Indians. Moreover the history of syphilis is
complex and incompletely resolved, so that we cannot
be fully certain that it originated in Indian America
or was carried by Spaniards to Europe.28

Encomienda was the first institution of the Span-
ish colonial world to depend on large numbers of
Indians. The power of the first encomenderos resulted
from their manipulation of great labor forces or their
receipt of tribute from the Indian masses. When
these human resources were depleted, encomienda
necessarily declined. Encomenderos could make cer-
tain practical adjustments by revising the tributary
system or modifying the rules of tribute exemption to
their own advantage. But finally all such devices
were exhausted, the population continued to decline,
and encomienda could no longer be relied upon to
produce a satisfactory income for an aristocratic
white class.

The result in the late sixteenth century was a pat-
tern of institutional decay unmistakable in its ten-
dency and implications. Encomenderos’ incomes
dropped year by year. Expenses remained steady or
increased. Most encomenderos met the obligation to
provide for the spiritual welfare of their Indians by
paying the salaries and some other expenses (such as
those for wine and oil) of resident or visiting clerics,
and this standard item of cost persisted. Necessary
operating funds were spent on administrators’
salaries, transport of tribute goods, legal fees, inspec-
tions, sales taxes, and other taxes. Net profits were
squeezed to ever lower figures. Encomendero
responded psychologically by banding together, issu-
ing petitions to the crown, intensifying the campaign
for perpetuity in encomienda inheritance, and
arguing the dignity and social utility of the
encomienda institution. None of the efforts was
successful 29

Encomienda persisted in the late colonial period,
but its force was spent and it could no longer be
regarded as a meaningful colonial institution. Many
individual grants came to an end through the failure
of succession in the encomienda families. The intri-
cate inheritance laws took effect, and the absence of
legal heirs in one generation or another resulted in
reversions to the crown. Partial reversions took place
when, in various critical years, the crown demanded
a fraction of each encomendero’s annual income.
Compensating short-term awards were sometimes
made to unsuccessful legatees, and these were also
known as encomiendas in late colonial terminology.
Other grants of funds directly from the royal trea-
sury were likewise sometimes referred to as
encomiendas, particularly if the moneys derived orig-
inally from Indian tribute payments. Repeatedly the
crown allocated annuities to members of the titled
nobility in Spain, who might in their turn be called
encomenderos. But these late meanings of encomien-
da had little relation to the usages of the early colo-
nial period. The funds assigned were minuscule in
comparison with the huge incomes of the sixteenth
century. A late colonial encomendero might never see
or be aware of the Indians of his encomienda, and
exploitation would be impossible for him. He would
receive a pension equal to the annual tribute that
they paid, while all the procedures of collection and
disbursement were handled by officials of the trea-
sury.31 The arrangement was similar to many other
financial grants depending on other sources of royal
income, and in effect it signified full royal control.

Thus in various areas of the colony encomienda
was prolonged in modified form or with a sense and
meaning quite different from that of an earlier time,
The decline developed later in South America than in
central New Spain. Where Indian populations were
smaller or where the shock of depopulation was less
decisive or where administrative controls were inef-
fective, the changes were less far-reaching. In the
Platine region and in Paraguay the Indian popula-
tion continued to provide labor as well as tribute to
the encomenderos in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. It is probable that the transformations
were most substantial and the decline most evident
in the regions where encomienda had once been most
powerful, i.e., the central areas of the two major
colonies, Mexico and Peru.32

The laws of the eighteenth century ultimately abol-
ishing encomienda are deceptive, especially for the
areas of sharpest decline. They evoked no cata-
clysmic colonial opposition, for they implied the
cessation of a system of limited incomes or of fixed
royal pensions rather than an instrument of private
power, and many of the recipients were peninsular
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Spaniards rather than colonials. Ambitious colonists
had long since turned from encomienda to other
avenues of wealth and authority. The new colonial
aristocracy would be based on land, commerce, or
mineral wealth, rather than upon native tribute pay-
ments, and the labor necessary for these new enter-
prises would be secured in ways quite unrelated to
encomienda.

The original encomienda nevertheless was an
institution of importance for Spanish America.
Upon it many of the first power conflicts were con-
centrated. It was a transitional device, between con-
quest and a settled society. Its crudity was appro-
priate to an era dominated by conquistadores and
by others who would have been conquistadores if
there had remained Indian peoples still worth con-

quering. The progressive legalization of encomienda
reflects the complexities of American Hispanization,
with the crown in control and a host of lawyers
ready to exploit the subtleties of law. Encomienda
allowed a thin surface of dominant, class-conscious
Spaniards to spread over Spanish America. Its his-
tory is revealing for the discrepancies between
intentions and achievement, and between word and
deed. Economically encomienda performed the very
real function of transferring Indian wealth to Span-
ish hands, in a procedure that was more orderly
than outright looting of spoils.33 Encomienda was
less dramatic than conquest, and it has achieved a
lesser renown, but it was the dominant institution
of its period and through it the first work of the
colony was done.
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