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CHAPTER I

THE COLONIAL EXPERIENCE

As a result of his famed adventures from 1519 to 1521, Hernidn Cor-
tés and his following of conquistadores and Indian allies had just solidi-
fied their supremacy over a portion of the Aztec empire in 1523 when
reports from the south indicated that this control might be endangered.
An Indian revolt south of Mexico City appeared a distinct possibility.
Wishing to avoid this threat to the recently acquired Spanish hegemony,
Cortés called upon Pedro de Alvarado, one of his most distinguished
and trusted captains. On December 6, 1523 Alvarado departed Mexico,
having been ordered by his commander to subjugate the cities of Iclaclan
(Utatlan) aﬁd Iximche (Tecpan-Guatemala) and bring under Spanish con-
trol the Mayan city states which were threatening revolt.! Pedro de
Alvarado was to accomplish this by peacef\il means and in the process
demand that the Indiau;ls accept the Christian faith. 2 Although subse-
quent events would demonstrate that Alvarado disobeyed his orders,
this conquest being anything but a peaceful one, the nature and pattern
of events which were to follow indicated that the Spanish were not with-
out prior experience in such endeavors. 3

Considerable practical knowledge of course had been gained in the

conquest of the Aztecs. But beyond this Alvarado and his army entered



Guatemala with the benefit of knowledge gained from earlier Spanish
experience in the West Indies. The institutions and concepts which
would be utilized in subjugating the Indian populations of Guatemala to
a large extent had been refined and modified earlier as a result of their
experiences on Hispaniola. 4 The fact that these same practices and
institutions were not accepted universally by all Spanish officials and
clerics in both Spain and in the New World provided the basis for the
first verbalizations of a series of ideas that would germinate centuries
later into a philosophical framework called indigenismo.

Prior to the 1944 revolution indigenismo as a philosophical and ideo-
logical point of view in Guatemala was quite fragmented. There seemed
to be as many expressions and definitions or explanations of indigenismo
as there were adherents and supporters. For over four and one half
centuries government officials, clerics and socio-political theorists,
as well as journalists, novelists, travellers, and even presidents had
expressed their particular views on the Indian, the Indian problem, and
indigenismo. More often than not these ideas mirrored the social values
attendant to the writer's historical period. What remained at the center
of this ideological and literary corpus was the recognition that the Indian
and his culture and traditions constituted a fundamental part of the Gua-
temalan experience whether as a Spanish colonial possession or as an
independent nation. That the Indian remained apart from the main-

stream of Guatemala as an exploited and therefore a disadvantaged



being, they felt, was unjust and represented a major problem in need
of correction. Incorporation of the Indian v}as the answer. About this
point, however, the prescriptions and remedies suggested by indigenis-
tas were numerous and often contradictory depending upon the accepted
social and political attitudes prevalent at the times the author wrote his
remarks.

After 1944 indigenismo was manifested in Guatemala in an official
government institution called the Instituto Nacional Indigenista Guate-
malteca. More than any other single domestic factor in Guatemala be-
tween 1944 and 1953, this institutionalization of what for years had been
a philosophical and ideological point of view brought organization to in-
digenismo. It became a complex persuasion that called for the full and
complete integration and acculturation of the Indian into Guatemalan
society which by definition included both Ladinos and Indians. This was
to be acéomplished with government programs and private efforts spon-
sored by the government to educate the Indian, to pr ovide economic op-
portunity to the Indian by encouraging native industries and ultimately
by agrarian reform and to provide political opportunity to the Indian. An
Indian Guatemalan eventually would emerge and would be capable of con-
tributing to, participating in, and benefiting from the political, economic
and social systems of the nation. Whether reiterated in a novel devoted
to explaining the Indian psyche and subconscious or explained in the le-

galistic phraseology of a Work Code, integration has remained the basis



of indigenista thought. Integration or incorporation of the Indian became
indigenismo's common denominator, particularly after 1944. Indigenis-
mo in Guatemala, however, is not strictly a recent development but one
which was born in the early years of the colonial period.

From the time of the first Spanish contacts in the New World, the
crown as well as leading Spanish jurists and theologians were dubious
of the king's legal title to the lands that were being subjected to royal
control. Had the territories been uninhabited, they could have been
claimed upon the basis of their discovery and occupation which was con-
sistent with current legal concepts. The lands, however, were popu-
lated. It was felt, therefore, that legal justification must be secured
for the conquest of these areas and the peoples inhabiting them. Numer-
ous meetings of civil and religious authorities sponsored by the crown
were called to debate this question and to determine the roles and re-
sponsibilities of the crown in these new regions.

A point of considerable debate was whether or not the Indians were
rational beings and if so, by what right or justification could their lands
be taken from them. A question of concern was whether or not the
Indians were depraved and barbarous beings and thus inferior by nature
according to Aristotelian doctrine. 5 The Indians, it was explained,
were being exposed to a higher level of civilization and human experi-
ence. Not all Spaniards, however, during these first years of the six-

teenth century, were in agreement with this philosophical and theologi-



cal position. In voicing their opposition, the dissidents placed the
values of the humanitarian oriented Renaissance world against those of
the Aristotelian medieval world and generated a controver sy that would
endure for a major portion of the colonial period. 6

The net result of the investigation into the crown's title to lands in

the New World was the requerimiento, a document which demanded that

the newly encountered native groups acknowledge and recognize not only
the supremacy of the Spanish crown, but also the principles and doc-
tr~ines of Christianity. Every conquistador by royal decree was to have
this document read to the Indians by a notary and in the Indians' language
before any overt action on the part of tﬁe Spaniards could be legally un-
dertakén. 7 With this curious document, justification for the Spanish con-
quest in the New World was achieved.

The Spanish right of conquest in the New World, at least as far as
Ferdinand and Isabella were concerned, was firmly grounded in the
Papal bulls issued by Pope Alexander VI in 1492 after Columbus's first
voyage. & Through these bulls Spain was granted all lands found west
and south of a predetermined meridian as long as they were not the pro-
perty of another European power. This line was later established by
the Treaty of Tordesillas between Castile and Portugal in 1494 as 370
leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands. A papal bull in 1493, "Inter-
Cetera, '' had granted to Spain the obligation and responsibility of spread-

9

ing the Christian faith to the natives of the New World. ° Although not



recognized and regarded as fanciful by other European states, it was
with these documents and the requerimiento that the crown and the
Spanish conquistadores began their first extensive colonial experience
in the New World in thte West Indies. Indigenismo as a religious, moral
and political per suasion had its beginnings in these same documents.

As was true of most early colonizing expeditions, the first settlers
to arrive on Hispaniola found sickness, poverty, and disillusionment
rather than easily acquirable wealth and a life of luxury and ease.
Ré.ther than devoting their first energies to agricultural pursuits, the
Spaniards preferred to rely upon the meager resources of the Indian
population and the infrequent shipments of supplies from Spain. Occa-
sionally, the threat of a lack of foodstuffs was temporarily solved by
foraging expeditions, more often than not resulting in plunder and blood-
shed at the expense of the Indians. Mineral wealth was available on
Hispaniola, but only could be acquired by the arduous labor of extract-
ing it from the river sands. Given these circumstances and the fact
that many of these early colonists felt agricultural pursuits and manual
labor to be beneath their station, it was not long before the Indian's
capacity as a labor force would be freely utilized and various measures
would be adopted to provideA economic support for the colonists using
this resident labor force. L

In an attempt to alter what had become the uncontrolled exploitation

of the Indians as well as to make Hispaniola a stable colony, the crown



in 1501 appointed Nicolds de Ovando as the new governor of Hispaniola.
He was instructed to implement a policy whereby the Indians would only
be required to pay royal tribute as all crown subjects and be willing to
work as needed on public works projects and in the mines. Given com-
plete authority to rule the colony, Ovando was to send back to Spain
those officials and colonists who refused to acknowledge his decrees.
When the Indians finally refused to work, the result was a sharp decline

1 Reacting to this, the crown in

in tribute and a scarcity of laborers.
1503 ordered that forced Indian labor be legalized, but that such work
would be in moderation and for wages. This, the decree of Medina del
Campo, also required that the Indians, considered in the document as
free persons, be grouped into villages to ensure their Christianization

and control. Ovando's interpretation of these orders took the form of

the encomienda, an institution which would become most important later

in colonial Guatemala. 12

The encomienda was not entirely new to the Spanish experience.

It had been used during the reconquista in Spain and consisted of a tem-

porary grant by the crown of jurisdiction and manorial rights over

lands conquered from the Moors. Its roots as an institution could be
seen in Castilian feudalism in the form of the seThorio. 13 The encomien-
da, however, was not a grant implying ownership of land, as the crown
retained the basic title. As used in Spain and in the New World, the

encomienda was a grant for services rendered and by this means the



crown could insure permanent colonization of newly acquired lands.

The encomienda as it was operative in the New World essentially im-
plied a feudal relationship between the Indians and the grantee of the
encomienda or the encomendero. The latter was responsible for in-
structing his charges in Christianity and providing for their protection.
In return the encomendero was to receive tribute and often services in
the form of labor from the Indians under his jurisdiction. In times of
distress, he was to provide the military means for protecting the crown's
possessions. 14 Ultimately the encomienda in the New World served as a
means of maintaining control over the Indian populations. 15 The institu-
tion was thus introduced into the New World by Nicolds de Ovando's need
to provide a sound economic basis for the Spanish colony on Hispaniola,
as well as the need to create a system whereby the Indians could be ef-
fectively supervised and governed. The encomienda and the institutions
which developed from it served as a focal point for Spanish-Indian rela-
tions in the first century after the conquest and became important in
perpetuating the Spanish upper class and in maintaining the Indian as a
cheap source of labor.

Although Bartolomé de Las Casas traditionally has been considered
as the father of indigenismo, an event occurred prior to his dedication
to this cause which constituted a most influential factor in his decision
to initiate what would become a crusade against the progress of the con-

quest. Prior to the arrival of Las Casas on Hispaniola, a controversy



over the legal status of the Indians had become a point of open and public
debate with the Dominicans on the island. As Antonio de Montesinos,
one of the first Dominicans to come to Hispaniola, reviewed the effects
of some ten years of Spanish occupation of the island, it seemed to him
that the net result for the native had been something short of a disaster.
The forced labor required of the Indians in the mines and on the enco-
miendas, the heavy extractions of tribute from them and their exposure
to disease threatened their extermaination.

The first Dominican friars arriving in Santo Domingo in 1510 began
rather early to protest the exploitation of the aborigines. No doubt with
all of this in mind, on November 30, 1511, in the presence of Diego Coldn
and other crown officials, Antonio Montesinos delivered a sermon which
was an unqualified denunciation of the enslavement of the Indians. 17 En-
comenderos were characterized as being unjust, arbitrary, and needless-
ly cruel in their relations with the Indians. In subsequent sermons the
Spaniards were castigated further by the indignant friar, his inflamma-
tory remarks being destined to open the path to a controversy that would
endure long past the sixteenth century.

Irritated that Spanish clerics as well as royal officials and others
were discussing openly matters of crown policy in the Indies, Ferdinand
ordered Diego Coldn to halt such controver sy on the part of the Domini-
cans and further demanded their exclusion from Hispaniola should they

persist in their open opposition. Montesinos, who had been warned to
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avoid preaching such unfavorable views of crown policy, responded by
providing Ferdinand with such a shocking account of Spanish cruelties
that the king ordered a commission or junta of clergymen and crown
officials to review the entire situation and propose reforms. As a group
the junta tended to support the views expressed by Antonio de Montesinos.
However, they eventually would conclude that although the Indians were
free individuals, the encomienda, the object of Montesinos's caustic
rhetoric, was a necessary institution. The thirty-two Laws of Burgos
emanating from the junta's deliberations were passed into law in Decem-
ber of 1512. 1%
Overall, the Law of Burgos sought to regulate relations between the
Spanish and the Indians, paying particular attention to labor conditions,
education, food, and Christianization. The Indians were first declared
to be free. Instruction in the faith was to proceed with all possible dili-
gence. Indians were to be obliged to work nine months out of every year,
but in such a manner as not to interfere with or impede their religious
instruction or their usefulness to themselves and to the crown. Rest
periods of forty days for every five months of work for Indian workers
were to be provided for and the Indians were to have houses and property
of their own plus time to farm their own lands. Payment for their labor
either in kind or in specie was to be a.rranged.19

One of the premises behind the Laws of Burgos was that if the Indians

were put into closer geographical and cultural contact with the Spaniards
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the latter's goals of colonization as well as Christianization would be
achieved more rapidly and more effectively. To facilitate this aim
encomenderos were to build on their encomiendas a lodge thirty feet
by fifteen feet for every fifty Indians, to provide each native with a
hammock, to discourage them from practicing bigamy, to provide
each one with a given amount of clothing valued at one peso per year,
and to erect a church on the encomienda for their religious training.
The Indians were to be brought to this new environment from their
former villages. Once in this atmosphere, the most talented of the
Indians were to be selected as future teachers and trained accordingly
with the sons of caciques being destined to receive instruction in
Latin, 20

Although the Laws of Burgos forbade ill treatment of the Indians
and declared them to be free, once they had demonstrated their capa-
city to receive the Christian faith, they failed to terminate the encomi-
enda and lessen the labor demands placed upon them. In the sense
that the status of the Indians was even discussed in the authoritarian
atmosphere of Ferdinand's Spain followed by the passage of several
laws which at best skirted the issue of reform, may be seen as a par-
tial victory for those few who had espoused the rights of the Indian.
The net effect of these decrees, however, was merely to grant legal
sanction to Spanish programs of exploitation which would endure in
principle and more often than not in practice throughout the colonial
period. The lot of the natives after the passage of the Laws of Burgos

remained basically unchanged. 2l
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In speaking out against the pattern and nature of the Spanish con-
quest and attempting to protect the Indians from exploitation, Antonio
de Montesinos had opened for debate the question of the nature of the
Indian that would be an issue in twentieth century Guatemala as well as
in the Hispanic world of the sixteenth century. Spain in the 1500's was
a country of eminent thinkers and scholars. 22_ Not all were in agree-
ment with Montesinos. A fellow Dominican, Bernardo de Mesa, sup-
ported the more popular view of sanctioned Indian servitude, seeing
this as a necessity because of the natural lack of understanding, capa-
city, and perseverance of the Indian. For Bernardo de Mesa, the In-
dian‘s were depraved beings and should be treated kindly only as long
as this did not interfere with their conver sion. Because of their evil
intentions, he stressed, absolute liberty was bad for them. Although
he saw them as able to receive the faith and having enough virtue for
salvation, their inclination to these ends was so minimal tha.t‘some
form of servitude was essential. 23 Coupled with this were the pleas
of Juan Ponce de Lebén, Francisco de Garay and others, who, in serv-
ing as representatives for the colonists on Hispaniola before the Coun-
cil of the Indies, were calling for encomiendas to be granted in perpe-
tuity or at least for three lives. Given these arguments, it is not sur-
priéing that the Laws of Burgos were something less than Montesinos
and others had hoped for as they in effect gave legal sanction to the

despised encomienda. 24
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The plea of justice for the Indians by Antonio de Montesinos and the
rhetoric centering around the formulation of the Laws of Burgos were
not to be lost on Bartolomé de Las Casas, destined to be the most active
voice for Indian rights in the areas of the New World under Spanish con-
trol. A native of Seville and educated at the University of Salamanca,
Las Casas journeyed to the New World for the first time with Nicolas
de Ovando in 1502. 25 His father, the merchant Pedro de Las Casas,
had acquired an estate on Hispaniola after accompanying Columbus on
his second voyage. 26 According to Henry Raup Wagner, Las Casas
apparently functioned as an agriculturalist during his first years in the
New World, having previously obtained his father's lands. Finding the
landed life unsuited to his tastes, Bartolomé took his holy vows and was
ordained in 1510, celebrating his first mass in Santo Domingo in 1511.

In the following year, Las Casas joined Diego Veldsquez in the conquest
of Cuba. 21 Las Casas for his role as a cleric in the Veldsquez expedi-
tion was awarded, with his friend Pablo de la Renteria, an encomienda

in an area reputed to be rich in yet undiscovered gold.

Las Casas, hardly an insensitive man, was soon to become disturbed
by the lack of food available to the Indians and their families as well as
the rigor of working in the mines and on the encomiendas. Also the ac-
cumulation of outrages and abuses that had been committed by the Span-

iards against the Indians affected the mind of Las Casas. Very likely

he was aware of the arguments currently being proposed by Montesinos.

28
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Las Casas began to feel that the encomienda was wrong and he, by
being an encomendero, had stepped beyond the bounds of morality and
decency consistent with his own convictions and his position as a cleric.
He, therefore, decided to renounce his prestigious and remunerative
social position as an encomendero. On August 15, 1514, Las Casas de-
livered a sermon against the encomienda and announced dramatically
before Diego Veldsquez and other royal authorities then present that
he was giving up his own grant of an encomienda. 29 Whether or not
t}.ﬁs abrupt reversal by Las Casas was evidence of a pathological par-
anoia as Menénedez Pidal has suggested in his study of Las Casas re-
mains insignificant in view of the fact that the Indians had just gained
the person who would become their most consistent and energetic
spokesman and one whose undaunting fight for Indian justice for more
than half a century would have noticeable effects four hundred years
later. 30

The task facing Bartolomé de Las Casas was, indeed, a formidable
one. Spain at this time was a desperately poor country and could ill
afford to maintain an empire without the gold it was receiving from the
New World. The export of gold was not only the principal business of
the West Indies but was quickly becoming the most important factor in
the Spanish economy. Although by 1515 the period of the greatest gold

export from Santo Domingo had passed, the promise of future exports

from Cuba were being anticipated as was the promise of yet greater
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wealth in undiscovered and unexplored areas. 31

To maintain this flow of wealth, the consistent availability of a cheap
labor force was of paramount importance. Beyond this a good portion
of the influential officials in Spain had a direct interest in maintaining
the encomiendas. The two individuals in charge of American affairs,
Lope Conchillos and the Bishop of Burgos, Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca,
who had provisioned one of Columbus's expeditions while Archdeacon of
ngille, had been awarded encomiendas earlier. Faced with this oppo-
sition the relatively unknown cleric fought to alter the trend of events
in favor of the Indians in the New World by going directly to Spain. 32

The fir st encounters by Las Casas with crown officials in 1515 and
1516 were frustrated first by the indifference of Rodriguez de Fonseca
and secondly by the death of Ferdinand early in 1516. 33 1as casas,
however, did gain a hearing with Cardinal Francisco Jimenez de Cis-
neros and Adriano de Utrecht, the two crown regents appointed upon
Ferdinand's death. >

The exposition he presented to the crown regents in 1516, curiously
the same year in which Sir Thomas More published his Utopia, was es-
sentially a community scheme involving a new plan of governmént. Be-
lieving that with the abolishment of the encomienda, the Indian's condi-
tion would improve measurably, Las Casas called for the suppression

of all encomiendas and the placing at liberty of all the natives. Span-

jards who had benefited from the unscrupulous use of Indian labor were
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to return all of their acquired riches. The natives were to be grouped
into villages of about three hundred members each, in or near a Span-
ish town. They were to pay annually a fixed tribute to the crown. 35

Each community was to have a church, a hospital and sufficient com-

munal lands. Every Indian village was to be ruled by a mayordomo with

no prior or vested interest and was to be assisted by the caciques. An
administrator and a priest were also to serve in these villages, their
salaries being paid in part by the Indians. Those colonists deprived of
their Indians were to receive compensation from the tribute. In all,
every community was to include ten clerics, one doctor, a druggist,
herdsmen and craftsmen, as well as twenty negroes as slaves. 36 The
friar's blueprint for these communities was as detailed as it was impres-
sive, the life style intended for these future settlements being quite
regimented by twentieth-century standards.

Intrigued with this scheme Cardinal Cisneros gave to Las Casas and
the Order of Hieronymite friars the responsibilities of implementing
such a scheme as well as governing the Indies and conducting a complete
investigation of the Indian problem. Armed with the title of '"Protector
of the Indians, " Las Casas and the Hieronymites were ina sense, to
establish a new crown policy and were ordered to go to the Indies on
September 17, 1616. 37

Putting into operation such a scheme designed to revolutionize

Spanish-Indian relations proved to be difficult. The colonists on Santo
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Domingo were alarmed with the arrival of so formidable a foe which
threatened their life style. After an extensive investigation the Hiero-
nymites concluded in a report to Cisneros that the colony would collapse
were it not for Indian labor. There simply were not enough Spaniards
to maintéin the colony alone. The Hieronymites, therefore, concentra-
ted their efforts toward assuring the fair treatment of the Indian. Al-
though the scheme of Spanish-Indian relations was not altered in any
appreciable way, the Hieronymite experience did indicate that Span-
jards in the New World generally felt the natives to be prodigal, having
no interest in economic activity of any kind, and ha‘/;ing no capacity for
freedom. Any future reform program, therefore, would be faced with
difficulties at best. 38

Although frustrated and humiliated by the outcome of the Hierony'-
mite mission, Las Casas continued to denounce the encomienda and
crown policies and was joined by Bernardo de Santo Domingo who de-
clared that encomenderos were living in sin along with those clerics
who unwisely absolved them. He insisted that the encomienda could
not be justified by any legal or moral law or premise. 39

Undaunted by his lack of success on Hispaniola, Las Casas attempted
another scheme at colonization in 1520 in the area of the Cumana river
in present-day Venezuela. This scheme, which had been based upon

the immigration of Spanish laborers resulted in another failure for Las

Casas. 40 The Cumani experiment included a concept of the Indian as
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a free laborer capable of a mutually beneficial and cohesive relation-
ship with Spanish laborers, but it was simply not consistent with the
then current attitudes and points of view held by the Spanish toward the
Indians. 4l

Although these early efforts by Las Casas and others to improve the
status of the Indians in the New World had not generated any remarkable
changes, they were not without their effects upon Charles V. The new
king, by the force and direction of circumstances, became the first
rx;onarch who was required, in a sense, to learn something of the Indian
situation in the New World. 42 As early as 1520 he had ordered all Span-
ish officials in the New World to initiate whatever steps were deemed
necessary to eliminate the encomienda as an institution. However hu-
manitarian the feelings and conscience of the king may have been, the
gradual realization that the future of the Spanish possessions in the New
World was utterly dependent upon the presence of an Indian labor for'ce
resulted eventually in the crown rescinding its orders and declaring the
encomiendas to be a beneficial institution and useful for implementing
the goal of conversion.

' This episode as with many others that followed indicated that there
was a marked division of opinion in Spain regarding the Indian and sub-
jects relating to him. During the reign of Charles V, these diverging
concepts and points of view were most accurately represented by two

individuals. One knew the Indies and the Indians well, having crossed
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the ocean several times and having conducted extensive studies of them.
He had written a multitude of folios describing their customs, their tra-
ditions, théir life styles and their environments. The other, in con-
trast, had lived in Salamanca and had never traveled to the New World.
His concern as a theologian was the salvation of the soul of the Indian
rather than his body, an idea that had been an obsession with other
clerics before him. 43 These two individuals, Gonzalo Fernidndez de
Qviedo and Francisco Victoria, each in his own direction and academic
persuasion, helped the emperor in knowing the Indian in the New World.
The former had concluded that the Indian possessed a soul and was
capable of salvation. He, therefore, questioned the legal and moral
premises of the cohquest and mildly denied its validity as based upon
Spanish law and the teachings of Christianity. The latter justified the
conquest. 44 Throughout the colonial period the crown would alter its
concept of the Indian to correspond with one or the other of these view-
points. The net result was an Indian policy which was seldom firm in
its goals and dir ection, motivated and influenced as it was by moral
arguments on the one hand and the force of economic necessity on the
other. In this atmosphere of periodic change, the Spanish entry into
Guatemala would be effected.

When Pedro de Alvarado entered what is today Guatemala, he did
not encounter a series of simple hunting and gathering tribes that could

easily be subdued, but, quite the contrary, found himself confronted
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with an advanced and sophisticated civilization with historical roots
stretching back to the second millennium B.C. 45 At one time the
Mayas could boast an extension of city-states and population centers
which included the present-day areas of Campeche, Chiapas, Yucatan,
and Tabasco in Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, inclu-
ding El Petén.

The Mavya culture included a language which incorporated approxi-
mately fifteen spoken dialects, some of these being Ixil, Quiché, and
Tzeltal which were spoken in the Guatemalan highlands. Collectively,
the Mayas utilized a common glyph-written language which was to be
found in cities some five hundred miles apart. 46 The Maya social or-
ganization, like that of most theocratic states, contained essentially

two classes, the noble class or ahmenhenob and the yalba uinicob or

the lower man which constituted the broad base of the social pyramid
and included millions of slaves. 47 Although the Mayas did not have an
empire comparable to the Incas or Aztecs where one ruler controlled
vast areas of land and people through various economic and political
means, they were organized into city-states similar to those familiar
to the ancient Greeks.

Many sections of the Mayan culture were considerably advanced for
their time. In the preparation of huipiles and other textiles, they uti-
lized a wide variety of mineral and vegetable dyes which outdistanc ed

by a generous margin the technological capabilities of European weavers
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in the sixteenth century. The arts of feather work, basketry, ropemak-
ing and pottery making not only met the daily needs of their society, but
provided for often complex artistic expressions and symbolic represen-
tations. 48 An impressive expanse of trade routes had been developed
by the Mayas which incorporated geographically most of present-day
Central America and southern Mexico. Not only were their accomplish-
ments in medicine, music, dance, and drama noteworthy, but their fes-
tivals were highly sophisticated expressions of political, social and par-
ticularly religious topics and themes. In the fields of architecture and
astronomy their achievements were monumental as evidenced by their
highly accurate calendar and the magnificence of such edifices as those
at Tikal, Uxmal, Palenque and Chichen Itz4, all of which demonstrated
their aesthetic and practical sensibilities. 49

This civilization was that which faced Pedro de Alvarado and his
following in 1523 as they entered Guatemala. Fortunately for the future
success of Alvarado's intentions, the apex of Mayan culture had long
passed by 1523. 50 The Mayas' period of greatest accomplishment was
around the beginning of the tenth century A.D. and they had not sin;:e
experienced a renaissance nor had their cultural unity been regained. >l
The Indian population which Alvarado aimed to subdue numbered pro-
bably around one million persons and was divided roughly into three

kingdoms: the Quiché which extended from the Pacific coast to El

Petén and centered at Utatldn, the Cakchiquels which extended from
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Lake Atitldn to the volcanoes of Agua and Fuego and into the northern
highland plateau and centered at Ixme, and the Tzutohiles located on
the shores of Lake Atitlan. 52 Although the Cakchiquels chose not to
resist the invaders, the others fought. What was to have been a peace-
ful introduction of Spanish civilization into this new area of potential gain
was to become a long and bloody series of armed encounters re_rninis-
cent of the Spanish experience in Mexico.

The eventual success enjoyed by Pedro de Alvarado and his army
in the conquest of Guatemala could be attributed to a number of factors.
Not the least important of these was that the Mayas were not unified.
Their division into thJ;'ee ma in kingdoms and a number of lesser groups
allowed the Spaniards to subdue these various elements separately.

The Quichés and later the Tzutohiles were overcome while the other
groups remained inactive such as the Cakchiquels, the Mam groups in
Huehuetenango and San Marcos, the Quekchi and Pocomchi in Vera Paz
and the Lacandones in the upper reaches of the highland plateau. In-
deed, several of these Indian groups, particularly the Quichés, the
Cakchiquels, and the Tzutohiles had been weakened by wars among
themselves just prior to the Spanish conquest and were thus not willing
to lend any assistance to their former adversaries. The military prow-
ess of the Spaniards, ‘their use of firearms and horses which terrified
the Indians, the fact that the Indian nobility considered the Spaniards

to be deities, and Alvarado's ability to set one native group against
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another were all factors contributing to his victory over seemingly in-
surmountable odds.

Religion was the central force in the Indians' life. In contrast to
the vibrant optimism of the Spaniard that had been nurtured by the
Renaissance, the Indians conceived of their past as having been regu-
lated entirely by the supernatural. Catastrophe and disaster were com-
mon elements in this past. Their present and future were predestined
and a function of the desires of a complicated set of mystical beings with
ektensive powers. As the Popol Vuh related, humans were created from
corn to be respectable and obedient beings who would nourish and sus-

54 In this environment man had no control whatso -

tain their creators.
ever over his own destiny as a host of deities as in the Popol Vuh ap-
peared and reappeared to exert their influence.

Quite different from the Spaniard's sense of self-reliance and be-
lief in one's fundamental capacity to achieve, the Indians were passive
and willing to accept their fate as their role in life had been determined
by the gods. At times they were melancholical. Progress and indivi-
dual achievement were not values in the native society. The Indians'
environment long before the conquest had been and was filled with vio-
lence and immolation. Their life was one of expected sacrifice. Des-
truction by some supernatural being could come at any time as evidenced

by the adventures of the two youths Hunahpu and Xbalanque described in

the Popol Vuh. The Indians saw themselves essentially helpless in the
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midst of a cosmic struggle.v Stemming no doubt from this sense of pes-
simism and inexorable fate was the stoicism and indifference to pain,
violence, and suffering, which became the theme of many colonial
epics.

In contrast to the Spaniard's view of a man-centered universe and
‘his senses of logic and realism, the Indians' environment was one of
mysterious relationships and one of the obscure metaphor. Magic,
divinations, sorcery, and superstition were fundamental to their life
style. Confronted with this type of mentality which was so different
from their own, the difficulties encountered by the Spaniards later in
obtaining an effective labor force can be explained in part. The Indian
often remained indifferent to threats posed by their conquerors, violent
or otherwise. Often these threats were not seen as ultimate by the In-
dians. An impending destruction or horrible death could not in the end
alter the native's pattern of existence which had been similarly prede-
termined. Many natives, indeed, felt the Spaniards to be nothing more
than gods themselves and the instruments of their predetermined demise
within the constructs of their cosmic world. A pessimistic, stoic, and
passive personality implanted into an aboriginal people used to pain and
suffering and a people whose lives were controlled at every point by the
supernatural were what the Spaniards encountered in Guatemala in the
sixteenth century. 56 This and the passive resistance of the Indians to

the demands placed upon them by the Spaniards after the conquest con-
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stituted, in many respects, a focal point for some three centuries of
Spanish domination over aboriginal Guatemala.

-By July of 1524 Pedro de Alvarado and his following had been able to
achieve a position of relative supremacy over the natives of Guatemala. 52
This struggle had been an arduous one for the Spaniards. Contending
with an intemperate climate, a nearly impassable terrain with swarms
of insects, dense forests, volcanic mountains which periodically erup-
tefi and dry plains, not to mention the forces of their adversaries, Span-

ish hegemony was eventually achieved. At times the barbarity of the

conquest had exceeded the ferocity attributed to the deities of the Popol

_\_/_u_l}.

Having endured the pains of the conquest, the Spanish were anxious
to take advantage of their new situation. Apparently satisfied that the
natives had been sufficiently subdued, Pedro de Alvarado decided to
make more permanent the Spanish presence in the conquered territory
which would later become part of the Spanish empire. In the midst of
a cornfield near Iximche, the former capital of Cakchiquels, Alvarado
established a capital city patterned on the Spanish grid style on St.

James Day, July 25, 1524.°°

Named Santiago, the population of the
new settlement included the natives of the area, the remaining mem-
bers of Alvarado's expedition and approximately two hundred Spaniards

who had come as reinforcements.

The fir st phase of colonization in Guatemala following the initial
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conquest was essentially a brutal despotism. Believing that the natives
possessed great stores of mineral wealth on the order of the Aztecs in
New Spain, the Spaniards, following the example of Alvarado, resor-
ted to trickery, bribery and whatever other means that would yield the
hidden wealth of Guatemala. Alvarado, according to the '"Memorial de
Tecpan-Atitlan' threatened to burn alive and to hang native chieftains
should they refuse or be unable to bring to the Spaniards the gold con-
cealed in the villages of their peoples. In order to acquire the surface
Wéalth available, Alvarado was quick to enslave the native residents,

requiring them to work the mines as well as the rivers. 59 Even Indian
children were forced to labor in the river sands near a hill named Chack-
chehal. 60

Enslavement was thus the treatment handed out to the Indians by
Alvarado, who was later blamed by Las Casas for establishing the slave
trade in Guatemala and for not only exacting heavy tributes from the In-
dians, but for exporting young natives as slaves to Panama and Peru.
Women were not exempt; Guatemala became the only area in the New
World to practice openly the enslavement of Indian women. 61 The gen-
eral ensiavement of the Indians was widespread enough in Guatemala for

the audiencia in Mexico City to report to the king in May of 1533 that

the common market price for a slave in Guatemala was only about two

62
pesos. In 1530 Indian slaves were being used extensively in placer

63

mining projects.
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The despotism imposed by Alvarado included at the outset the use
of the encomienda and the repartimiento, the latter referring to a
grouping of Indian laborers to accomplish a given task. 64 Entire vil-
lages and geographical areas of Indians were placed on these early en-
comiendas or divided into work groups and forced to work without remu-
neration. By preserving the Indian political and economic organization
at the village level and working through native caciques, the collection
of the tribute and the gathering of laborers was considerably facilitated.
Although the injustices in the assignment of repartimientos and encomien-
das were reported to the Audiencia of Mexico in 1526, the overt exploita-
tion of the natives in nearly all respects became a common practice in
Guatemala soon after the conquest. Indeed, a slave trade was in opera-
tion which endured until 1540 and which involved more than twenty ships
sailing regularly between Realejo, Nicoya, Panama and Peru. 65

The Laws of Burgos, which had sought to regulate relations between
the Spaniards and the Indians, along with other crown legislation and
decrees relating to native matters, were largely ignored in Guatemala.
Instead of existing as free individuals, the natives were enslaved on a
large scale. 66 The absence of clerics who might have dampened the
zeal for exploitation through programs of conversion indicated that
native Christianization was not initially a fundamental point in the

Spanish conquest of Guatemala. Even by November 22, 1527, when the

capital city was relocated in the lush valley between the volcanoes Agua
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and Fuego, it being renamed Santiago de los Caballeros, the first cleric
had not yet arrived. Indeed, it seemed that the crown was predisposed
to favor Alvarado as he received several titles including that of adelan-

tado and was named Captain General and Governor of Guatemala. 67 By

1529 Jorge de Alvarado, the conqueror's brother, had extended the cir-
cle of Spanish control and had reduced to slavery the Indians in the re-
gion which today is appropriately named the Rio de los Esclavos. In
the following year the natives were required to pay a heavy tribute and
la;rge numbers of them were collected for work in the construction of
the first permanent buildings in Santiago de los Caballeros. An exten-
sive mining effort in 1530 demanded the use of hundreds of Indian labor-
ers.68

Francisco Marroquin, who arrived in Santiago in 1530 to be the first
bishop of Guatemala, wrote to Charles V stating that the use of the na-
tives as carriers was severely reducing their numbers. He affirmed
that ". . . although your majesty has ordered that Indians not be used
to transport material, the practice still exists and for every ten or so
employed, only five return home. 169 By 1532 Alvarado had received
the power to enslave all those Indian auxiliaries who had assisted him
in the conquest. They were favored with the option of employment in
public works. Those who resisted, if fourteen years of age or over,

were enslaved, some destined to perform personal services for the

Spaniards. According to Bartolomé de las Casas, Alvarado's mis-
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treatment of the Indians was boundless as hundreds were subjected to
the most rigorous forms of labor. 70
For the Indians it appeared that a life of perpetual serfdom was their
destiny. However, beginning in 1536 and later in the 1540's.a series of
events threatened a basic alteration of this entire situation. In 1536 the
crown declared that Indians from the highlands in Guatemala were not
to be taken to the coasts for the purposes of labor. 7l Prior to the is-
suing of this decree it had been common for encomenderos to bring In-
dians from the highlands to work on their encomiendas on the coastal
plains'. The result of this practice spelled disaster for the Indians as
they died in large number s when exposed to the malaria-ridden and di-
sease-infested lowlands. Alvarado, in journeying to Ecuador to gain
a role in the conque stvof the Inca Empire, complemented this wholesale
decimation by utilizing some two thousand Indian slaves from the high-
lands. The majority never returned to their homes. In this same year
slavery was prohibited by royal decree in Guatemala and Nicaragua. 72
A supplement to this legislation appeared at about the same time in the
form of a Papal Bull. Pope Paul III in his "Sublimis Deus'' declared
that the Indians were true men, it being against just principles to en-
slave them. 73 Regardless of the source, whether King, Pope, or Coun-
cil of the Indies, the bulk of legislation attempting to regulate the ex-

ploitation of the Indians was ignored by the colonists. Observances of

such decrees would have posed a fundamental threat to continued Span-
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ish domination in Guatemala. The situation of the Indian would not be
altered by a Papal Bull or a few foyal pronouncements.

In 1531 after some nine years of exclusion from the secular world
following his failure with the Cumani experiment, Las Casas decided
again to enter the fight for a just treatment of the natives. Beginning
in 1531 with a series of letters to the Council of the Indies, Las Casas
urged the Council to halt the horrible extermination of the Indians and
see to their conversion to Christianity. His argument in these letters
vs/:as that conquistadores and royal officials, through their ill treatment
of the Indians, were 'bringing about an economic loss to the crown as
tribute payments were being diminished with the death of each Indian. 4
Las Casas explained that a new system of colonization must be adopted
that would employ peaceful means and avoid the evils of limitless ex-
ploitation. This would be successful, he said, because the Indians were
rational beings and ca.iaable of accepting Christianity without the imple-
mentation of brutal force.

In May of 1537 Las Casas embarked upon his new scheme accompa-
nied by Pedro de Angulo, Luis Cancer, and Rodrigo de Landa in a region
in the northeastern part of Guatemala called the land of war, now Vera-
paz. In a contract drawn up between Alonso de Maldonado, then acting
Governor of Guatemala, and Las Casas, it was agreed that no encomi-

endas would be established in the area and that Spanish civil officials

would not enter the zone for a five-year period. 7> The work of peace-
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ful conversion which earlier had been used successfully by Friar Jacobo
de Testera in Yucatan was initiated by composing verses in Quiché rela-
ting the creation of the world, the fall of man, his banishment from para-
dise, the life and miracles of Jesus Christ, the resurrection, the ascent
into Heaven and other religious themes. The initial contact was made by
employing some merchants who traveled throughout the area. These in-
dividuals learned the verses and recited them to the Indians. Apparently
impressed by what they heard, Indians from Zacapulas invited the friars
to enter the area. 76 Later successes in Atitlan, Tecpan Atitldn and Chi-
chicastenango indicated that peaceful conversion was accomplishing what
Spanish military prowess had been unable to do.

Supported by the success of peaceful conversion, Las Casas for the
next decade throdgh works such as "Del Gnico modo de atraer a todos
los pueblos a la religién verdadera' would argue before the Council of
the Indies and the Crown that the Indians could be induced to accept
Christianity by utilizing persuasive rather than forceful means. 7T The
Indians he included in a concept of predestined salvation and saw them
as rational beings.

The persuasiveness of the arguments of Las Casas resulted, in part,
in a new legislative departure by the crown in 1542. The New Laws,
promulgated and signed by Charles V on November 20, 1542, sought to
reorganize the juridical and economic meaning and function of the en-

78

comienda. The encomendero in a sense was to be placed outside the
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arena of direct control over the Indians. Under these laws, personal
service was to be abolished with the Indians paying only a tribute to the
encomendero, the amount to be determined by the audiencia. New en-
comiendas were not to be granted under any circumstances and all
crown officials, religious houses and monastic groups were comman-
ded to give up their encomiendas, this order arriving in Guatemala in
1544. ” Those who could establish legal title to their encomiendas
W~ou,1d be ailowed to keep them but could not pass them on to their heirs.
Upon the death of an encomendero, the encomienda would revert to the
crown. Encomenderos were to live in the province where their enco-
miendas were located. Absenteeism was thus disallowed. Those who
possessed Indians without proper royal title were to have them taken
away, said Indians reverting to crown control. 80 Those holding an ex-
cessive number of Indians in encomiendas were to have their allotment
reduced to a fair and moderate quantity by the audiencia. Indians who
had been abused by encomenderos were to revert to crown control. 81
The audiencias were given the responsibility of seeing to the good
treatment of the Indians and were to bring to justice those Spaniards
guilty of consistent mistreatment. Indian slavery was expres sly for-
bidden and all under such circumstances were to be free. 82 When In- -
dians were employed, the burden of labor was to be moderate and the
83

Indian laborers were to be paid.

The New Laws, the first extensive colonial legislation in favor of
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Indian rights with provisions for setting up administrative and judicial
~ bodies in the New World to protect these rights, as can be seen, attemp-
ted to bring a new political organization to the colonies. The Indians,
once freed from the tutelage and influence of the encomenderos and the
yoke of slavery, were to be governed by corregidores. They were to
have their own municipal governments and were to pay their tribute
directly to the corregidores when possible. Concurrent with this was
the decree issued in 1542, creating a separate audiencia for Central
America, first set up in Gracias a Dios in 1544 but moved to Santiago
de los Caballeros in 1549. The chief function of this new audiencia was
to be the enforcement of the New Laws and assuring the good treatment
of the Indians. 84 The responsibility of carrying out this monumental
task fell to Alonso de Maldonado who became the president of the new
audiencia.

Once news of the New Laws reached the New World, open and often
loud and threatening opposition was not long in coming to a head. Al-
though given portions of the New Laws may not have been particularly
irksome to the Spanish populace in a given area, taken as a whole their
enforcement in any colony would have spelled disaster. Threatening as
they did the very foundation of Spanish wealth and prestige in the New
World, opposition was to be expected. The threat of rebellion existed
in both Mexico and Guatemala. In Peru a bloody civil war broke out

resulting in the death of a viceroy. Antonio de Mendoza, viceroy of
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New Spain, sensing the potential danger to the Crown, withheld publica-
tion of the laws in Mexico City. 5> The cabildo of Mexico City sent at-
torneys to Spain to present its grievances before the Council of the In-
dies and express the opposition of the colonists.

In Guatemala, where the encomienda as an institution was as firmly
entrenched as anywhere in the New World, notice of the New Laws caused
considerable alarm. In October of 1543 the town council of Santiago ag-
reed to send lobbyists directly to Spain to press for the abrogation of the
la;ws. Two years later the ayuntamiento wrote directly to the king ask-
ing for the cancellation of those la\&s relating to the encomiendas and
sponsored by that ''fraile bellaco y mentiroso. 186 Archbishop Garcia
Pelaez, in relating the plight of the encomenderos, explained that most
Indians held as slaves in Guatemala would have to Be freed as few en-
comenderos could produce just titles. This meant the financial ruin of
a considerable portion of the Spanish sector in Guatemala society. Al-
though the crown as early as 1545 revoked some of the decrees included
in the New Laws, it felt that the balance should be implemented. For
several reasons Alonso de Maldonado was recalled as president of the
Audiencia de los Confines. Married to the daughter of Adelantado Fran-
cisco de Montejo, who operated several encomiendas, Maldonado was
not sympathetic to the intent and goals of the New Laws. His replace-

87

ment arrived at Gracias a Dios, the seat of the audiencia in 1548.

Lic. Alonso Lépez de Cerrato, who had been active earlier as an
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oidor on Hispaniola in freeing the Indian slaves, began his tenure as the
new president of the audiencia determined to implement the New Laws.
In his activities toward eliminating Indian slavery Cerrato was opposed
by most of the Spanish colonists. Even Bishop Marroquin, who held the
title of '"Protector of the Indians,' selected a moderate course which in-
dulged the Spaniards and privately was opposed to the New Laws and
Cerrato's efforts to enforce them. Cerrato's only open support in Gua-
temala came from the Dominicans.

Criticized for being abrupt in his treatment of the Spanish colonists
and serving as the instrument which could destroy the colony, Cerrato
continued in his efforts to carry out the letter and intent of the New Laws
and by 1550 the lot of the natives.was visibly improved. 88 In 1544 the
audiencia had taken steps to prohibit the use of women and men under
fourteen years of age as slaves. Bishop Marroquin described the plight
of the Indians prior to Cerrato's arrival when he Wr.ote that, '"These
people are great in numbers, poor and lacking in faith and reason. For
us, who are few, we have God, the king, and twenty forms of justice;
for them there is nothing. n89 In attempting to bring justice to the In-
dians, Cerrato forbade their use as laborers in the search for buried
wealth. The jailing of Indians for failing to pay their tributes had
forced the crown to favor a general review of the entire situation. 90

To limit the per vasive influence of the encomenderos, Cerrato

placed all Indian villages under the jurisdiction of alcades mayores and
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corregidores and prohibited encomenderos from renting out their Indian

laborers. The forced deportation of Indian slaves was prohibited as

was the transportation of Indian women for purposes of labor away from

91 92

their homes. All Indian slaves were declared to be free. The en-

comenderos of Izalcos, Naslingo and Tacuzculco were publicly denounced

by Cerrato for the abuses of Indian laborers and all such individuals by
subsequent legislation were to be punished. 93 Considered a fanatic by
his Spanish vecinos, Cerrato courageously continued to enforce the New
Laws where other officials were afraid to do so.

Lic. Alonso Lopez de Cerrato, Bartolomé de las Casas, and other
proponents and defenders of Indian rights of this period achieved only
a temporary victory with the passage of the New Laws. Although many
of the laws affecting the encomienda were abrogated, those forbidding
slavery and personal service were maintained. The New Laws in one
sense were destined to failure in that they did not accurately reflect
any reasonable knowledge of the actual conditions in the Indies and did
not consider that Indian servitude was fundamental to continued Spanish
domination. After 1550 many of the New Laws that had not been revoked
were simply not enforced in Guatemala and the efforts of Bishop Las
Casas to implement them in Chiapas met with failure even when he

. 4
threatened to excommunicate encomenderos. 9 In several letters to

the king in 1550, the procurador-sindico of Guatemala who was none

other than Bernal Diaz del Castillo, stressed that the Indians performed
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the most fundamental tasks necessary for the continued life of the colony
and, therefore, should not be freed from slavery as they were basically
indolent and needed to be coerced into becoming productive. Diaz had
considered Cerrato's policies as unrealistic. 95

The furor and confusion which resulted over the crown's legislation
of the New Laws had left the king and many of his officials undecided over
which course to pursue in the Indies with respect to the Indians. Politi-
cal turmoil and chaos in some areas had resulted. Angered by his fail-
ur.e to limit the exploitation of the Indians, Las Casas renounced his
title as Bishop of Chiapas and returned to Spain in 1550 to plead further
his contentions. He arrived in Spain at a time when Juan Ginés de Sepil-
veda, a noted humanist and translator of Aristotle, was at court seeking
official approval and support for a work he had completed entitled ""Demo-

96

crates Alter. ' Enraged by what Sepalveda hoped to put into print, Las
Casas quickly opposed the doctor's efforts to have his book published. So
extensive was the opposition that it was decided that the differing view-
points of the two should be debated at Valladolid.

Sepulveda's fundamental contention was that the conquest or war
against the Indian was just. It was so, he affirmed, because of the
gravity and extent of sin of the Indians, especially their idolatry, their
incest, and their moral irregularities. Secondly, the utter rudeness

of the Indians, he argued, and their low level of civilization made it

necessary for them to serve the Spaniards. The conquest was just
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because the Indians were being introduced to Christianity, a higher
level of spiritual, méral and religious sensibility. This would extract
them from their environment of utter depravity which was punctuated
by cannibalism and human sacrifice to false gods. ¥

Las Casas maintained that although war was commanded by God
as stated in the Bible, this was not against idolators, but only against
partiéular tribes of the era. As was his style, in a long dissertation
he denied the rudeness of the Indians and affirmed that they were ra-
ti.ona.l and free human beings and should be so considered. The argu-
mentative friar considered peaceful conversion as the only effective
means of bringing the natives to Christianity. 98 with respect to Sepul-
veda's charge of cannibalism and human sacrifice, Las Casas stated
that a little of the latter was a lesser evil than the indiscriminate war-
fare that had been practiced to date by Spain. 79 Throughout the debates
Seplilveda maintained the king's hegemony in the Indies to be based upon
military supremacy and the need to end the immoral practices of the
Indians while Las Casas steadfastly adhered to the thesis that the king's
rights in the Indies were founded upon grants by the papacy to convert
the natives to Christianity.

No firm decision was ever reached from the Valladolid debate. Al-
though Las Casas and Sepulveda both claimed victory, no such result

was evident. The conquest could not have been annulled nor was there

any vast repeal of former legislation. The debate emphasized the fact
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that the crown's policy toward the Indians was a dichotomous one and
would remain so for the balance of the colonial period. Las Casas
emerged from the debate with an increased degree of influence which
he would utilize until his death.!00

During the reign of Charles V it was to be the misfortune of the In-
dian to be the object of a policy which was based upon foundations and
premises often untested and frequently altered to fit the differing cir-
cumstances encountered in the New World. The data from which ra-
tional policies of state were formulated were more often than not in-
complete, and when such information was available, it often reflected
the personal interests of the reporter. Not only were some of the basic
institutions taken to the New World such as the encomienda and the re-
partimiento under periodic debate, but the very nature of the native in-
habitants could not be determined sufficiently to arrive at a basic crown
policy. 1oL

Although Charles V was far from being ignorant of the Indies and its
native inhabitants, his knowledge was conditioned early by the diametri-
cally opposed views of Victoria and Fernandez de Oviedo and later by
Las Casas and Sepllveda, not to mention the substantial body of conquis-
tadores. The passage of the New Laws served as a case in point. Con-
stantly subject to change, the crown's Indian policy created a situation

that was often confusing to officials in the Indies.

The long tenure of Philip II as king of Spain did not alter substan-
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tially the nature of crown legislation with regard to the Indians. Legis-
lation protecting the Indians and recognizing Indian rights was often fol-
lowed by royal decrees lending juridic authority to various means of
their exploitation. In 1560, apparently concerned over some of the more
subtle means utilized in taking advantage of the natives in Guatemala,
Philip ordered that Indians were not to be punished for mi.nor offences
by the assignment of a labor term in an obraje or workhouse. They
were not to be defrauded of their salaries or have the length of their
labor service extended. Indian alcaldes were to remain dependent upon
the audiencia for instructions and guidance and clerics were not, hence-
forth, to ask of ;che natives fees for the administration of the sa.cra.rnents.102
This legislation, however, was followed in 1561 by a grant to a group of
expeditionaries who wished to subdue the Lacandones in Guatemala.103
This confusing and contradictory pattern of legislation was, to a
large extent, a function of the crown's constant need of funds to main-
tain its responsibilities in Europe as well as in its vast overseas empire.
Philip, constantly aware of the shortage of funds, was seldom adverse to
granting rights and privileges to potential conquistadores and officials
promising to add to the royal coffers. Legislative clarity with respect
to the native inhabitants of the Indies was sacrificed to satisfy the greater
need of financial and economic. stability.

On July 20, 1566, the cause of the Indian was dealta blow by the loss

of his greatest spokesman. After fighting for over a half a century for
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just treatment of the Indian the vociferous friar Bartolomé de Las Casas
died at ninety-two years of age. His denunciation of the Spanish conquest
and the influences generated by this, however, did not likewise succumb,
but, indeed, would be felt four hundred years later in twentieth-century
Guatemala as his theme of the universality of human dignity would be
expressed in indigenista legislation and literature. 104 The majority of
his literary efforts amounted to a forceful condemnation of Spanish In-
dian policies in the New World which not only had pronounced effects

on two Spanish kings and upon numerous officials, but would serve later
as an example as well as a catalyst for subsequent indigenistas through-
out Latin America.

The written word was the media of communication chosen by Barto-
lomé de Las Casas to wage his crusade on behalf of Indian rights. Most
of his writings, from the fir st memorial sent from Hispaniola in 1516 to
his treati‘se on Peru, De Thesauris, presented to Philip Il as a last will
and testament, were aimed toward persuading the Spanish authorities
that injustice was being done the Indians and that the government must

105
undertake actions to prevent this. His Tratado sobre el gobierno que

los reyes de Espaha deben adoptar para los indios and his Del modo legal

- - ~ . -
y cristiano en que los reyes de Espana pueden extender su dominacibén en

las Indias, written in 1539, not only damned current Spanish policies in

the Indies, but proposed new ones. His Apologética historia, begun in

1527 and finally terminated in 1550, was an impressive accumulation of
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information on the customs and life of the Indians designed to defend
them from the charge that they were slaves according to Aristotelian
theory by virtue of their inheritance and class. lLas Casas advocated
that the Indians should be understood in light of their own customs and
beliefs and their own culture rather than by European or Spanish stan-

da.rds.106

The most widely known tract by the friar, his Brevisima relacidén

de la destruccidn de las Indias, completed in 1542 and presented to

Charles V, was a stinging denunciation of the conquest. In this work

Las Casas through a vehement prose attempted to utterly discredit some
forty-five years of conquest by enumerating abuses including robberies,
murder, rape, and plunder, all committed by the Spaniards and often
resulting in native depopulat:'LOn.]'o7 Throughout this work and others

the conquistador was presented as the greedy and cruel opportunist whose
actions were outside the bounds of Christian decency and proper moral and
juridical conduct. Las Casas in this work, as in most of his writings,
maintained that the Indian was a rational being capable of accepting Chris-
tianity. His treatment at the hands of the Spaniards was therefore unjust,
cruel, and immoral. His enslavement, the theft of his property and world-
ly goods, the destruction of his artifacts, and the tearing apart of his cul-
ture, the friar explained, could not be justified by any means whatever.
Las Casas became the fir st prominent indigenista in the sense that he

questioned and criticized the exploitation of the Indian and strove to im-
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prove his situation through legal, social, economic and spiritual reform.

Although Las Casas devoted much of his energy toward the fight for
a more just treatment of the Indian, the conclusion that Las Casas was
an indigenista is, in many respects, unwarranted. With the possible
exception of his pleas in favor of the Cumana experiment, Las Casas
did not argue for complete integration, the goal of most modern indi-
genistas. His plans were protectionistic. They were designed to pre-
serve the Indian from exploitation and possible extermination. The In-
dian in the prose of Las Casas never became a being exactly equal in
all respects to the Spaniard. He was to be a free vassal of the crown
just as the Spaniard, but would demonstrate his loyalty to the crown
ultimately through Spanish officials in the New World.

Although ideologically and philosophically the Indian was a rational
being capable of accepting conversion like the Spaniard, he was still
apart from the Spaniard. Complete and unconditional integration was
not a goal promoted by Las Casas. Las Casas established the idea that
an Indian problem existed and that the dominant Spanish society should
utilize legislation and adopt moral practices consistent with the Chris-
tian ethic that would protect the Indian from unfair exploitation. Las
Casas can be considered as the father of modern indigenismo in the
sense that he initiated the first step toward an indigenista philosophy.
He urged protectionistic legislation.’

Need for the continued use of Indian laborers per sisted throughout
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the colonial period and policies and institutions were developed and al-
tered to meet this need. When the encomienda and the repartimiento
ceased to exist as institutions beneficial to the Spaniards because of
crown legislation which restricted their use, they were replaced by

the mandamiento and the hacienda in Guatemala. The latter was seen

as an advantage over the encomienda as the Indians could work for a
particular time to pay their tribute and would not owe an obligation to
an encomendero. By 1577 the mandamiento was being used extensively
by the Indians in the Verapaz region as a means of paying their tribute
through labor and it was being increasingly considered as an effective
institution by the Spanish colonists.

At the same time steps were taken that were of some benefit to the
natives. All legal cases coming before the audiencia which involved
Indians were to be translated into the appropriate Indian languages.
Each native village in Guatemala was to have assigned to it a protector
of Indians and all labor performed on private projects was to be salaried.
Indian workers were not to be used in obrajes processing wool, silk or
cotton or on fincas raising sugar cane or indigo. All Spaniards guilty
of crimes against the natives were to be punished without making a dis-
tinction under the law as to the Spaniard's social or economic position.
The sixteenth century closed in Guatemala with a style or pattern of ex-
ploitation that had become much more subtle and sophisticated than the

outright slavery practiced immediately after the conquest. These soph-
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isticated forms would be those utilized throughout the remainder of the
colonial period. The avenue of this exploitation was the hacienda.

The picture painted by many conquistadores and popularizers during
the sixteenth century of a New World offering promises of economic ad-
vancement was altered by developments in the sixteenth century. Econo-
mic progress turned into a depression that was felt in the New World as
well as in Europe. In reacting to this Spaniards in Guatemala and else-
where retreated to the cou.ntryside.lo8 Land became the symbol of
wéalth for the Spaniards and the hacienda became the institution to re-
place the largely defunct encomienda. Not related to the earlier hold-
ings of conquistadores and encomenderos, the hacienda, which was a
privately owned landed estate, came into being through land grants,
purchase agreements, accretion and usurpation.'109 It had the distinct
advantage of being divorced from the whims of royal perogatives. The
hacendado was the director of his own property and could sell it if he so
desired. In Guatemala and particularly in the areas of Chiapas, Hue-
huetenango and Quetzaltenango where entrepreneurial possibilities for
the Spaniards were few, a close link was formed between the encomien-
da and the hacienda. The hacienda developed quickly in these areas. 110

As with the encomienda, the Indian became the basis for the opera-
tion of the hacienda. Often by circumventing royal labor codes, Indian

workers would be invited by the hacendado to settle on his estate. He

would then pay their tribute to the crown authorities and offer to pay
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them wages for their labor. Small sums of money would be advanced
to the workers and they woﬁld be given the right to purchase goods on
credit from the hacendado's store of supplies. Laborers were general-
ly provided with small plots of land upon which they could grow their
own crops. Now indebted, the worker would agree to repay the hacen-
dado through his labor. Utilizing this technique, Juan de Léon operating
in Totonicapa'.n and Quetzaltenango was able to create a large commer -
cial enterprise involving large herds of sheep. By often devious means,
thé peones were maintained in their state of indebtedness. With this
mechanism debt peonage became the dominant labor or employment sys-
tem in Spanish America and the hacienda became the chief institution of
the new social and economic order. Hi

The hacienda was both capitalistic and feudalistic in its general
character. With the presence of a landowner dominant over an indebted
labor force, it appeared feudalistic but lacked the guarantees of security
that had existed with the encomienda where the Indian laborer in a sense
was reimbursed for his lack of choice or self-determination. It was
capitalistic as it was organized as an institution to yield a profit from
the sale of goods that were produced and fundamentally involved the pri-
vate owner ship of property. Yet the hacienda was so ineffective in its
operation that it is difficult to conclude that it was a capitalistic institu-

tion. Crop yields were often low, profits were quickly consumed, the

technology employed often involved techniques utilized by pre-Hispanic
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agriculturalists, and new lands were often acquired not for the purpose
of increasing production, but for removing lands from possible use by
Indian farmers, thus forcing them to become dependent upon the hacien-
da. With the labor groups being obtained through use of the repartimien-
to and other means, the hacienda became a curious blend of the feudal
and the capitalistic. Lz With the emergence of the hacienda and the pas-
sage of time, the hacendado became the symbol of authority and pres-
tige replacing the viceroy and the king. The hacienda became the insti-
tution which to a large extent regulated and controlled the lives of the
rural Indian peasantry as no former Spanish institution had been able

to do. No successor to the hacienda would appear until the twentieth
century.

Although the hacendado occupied a position of considerable power
over his Indian peons, the crown in the seventeenth century was still
able to exert its influence. DBy the operﬁng of the seventeenth century
it appeared that any crown legislation in favor of the Indians would sel-
dom go beyond regulating the nature of the exploitation. The native
labor force was still essential to the Spanish maintenance of power in
Guatemala. In 160l it was declared that all natives were to be free to
contract for labor by the day or by the week. U3 At approximately the
same time the repartimiento was restricted and not to be applied to
natives working as domestics, cattle herdsmen, agricultural workers,

or construction workers. All labor on estates or obrajes was to be
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voluntary and all Indians were to live as free vassals of the crown. The
Indians were not to be subjected to a repartimiento if the work site was
a considerable distance from their home. L4 Negro workers rather than
Indians were to be used in the m:i.nes.'u'5 Mayordomos, often the most
sophisticated in their means of taking advantage of the Indians, were to
be removed from the haciendas.

It was not until 1620 that Philip III forbade the practice of buying cer-
tain items cheaply from the Indians and selling to them at inflated prices

a variety of non-essential items. 16 The filching of Indian property by

often false purchase agreements occasionally practiced by escribanos
was prohibited. Throughout the century other forms of exploitation and
institutions leading to undue exploitation were dealt with by crown legis-

lation. By 1631 the lucrative office of repartidor de indios had been dis-

solved as had been such positions as jueces para azucar, jueces de obra-

jes de panos, and jueces de grano. 17 Although the list of legislation

favorable to the Indian during the seventeenth century was considerable,
seldom was their basic situation altered.

The eighteenth century in Guatemala was little different from the
two preceding centuries as far as the Indians were concerned. As a
group they continued to remain at the bottom of the social scale as the
basic element in the .1a.bor pool. Although legislation attempted, as in
former times, to protect the Indians from specific avenues of exploita-

tion, their overall effect was largely negligible. Indeed, the century
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witnessed in some respects a retrogression to older forms of exploita -

tion. As the depression of the seventeenth century was followed by an
upswing in the economy and labor demands increased, the repartimien-
to was openly and frequently utilized. In 1719 fifty Indians per week

118

from the village of San Juan Amatitlin were placed in repartimientos.

Twenty per week were called upon from San Andres Izapa and the valley

of ChJ’.Inal’l:en::),ngo.119 The practice of placing entire villages in reparti-
mientos for extended periods of time had become commonplace and in
1712 Chinautal, San Amatitlan, Santo Domingo Xenacoj and all of the
Indian villages in the valley of Guatemala were so affected. Even reli-
gious orders had ceased to be spokesmen for Indian rights as the Jesuits
in 1759 made use of Indian laborers from San Juan and San Cristobal Ama-
titlin on their sugar cane plantations. 120 The view that the Indian la-
borers should make themselves available for mandamientos and repar-
timientos was commonly held throughout the century. The native resi-
dents of Santiago Momostenango and Santa Marfa Chiquimula were ob-
liged to work on several occasions on road construction projects.

By the middle of the century when Guatemalan indigo production was
being threatened by excellent crop yields from Asia, the crown, in an
effort to decrease the effects of this competition, permitted the whole-

sale conscription of Indian workers, the justification being the familiar

one that this would bring to an end the scandalous idleness of the natives.

Although the Bourbon reforms of the eighteenth century altered consi-
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derably the nature of Spanish colonial administration, they did not lead
to any fundamental change for the Indian. Indeed, in the wake of the
destruction of Santiago de los Caballeros in 1773 by a violent earthquake,
the Indians were again herded into service via the repartimiento for the
construction of the new capital. 121 While the sixteenth century was wit-
-ness to legislation limiting the encomienda and the repartimiento, not

to mention the New Laws, all seemed to be for gotten, practically
speaking, by the eighteenth century as the forms and style of active
exploitation returned to the more severe patterns exercised in the first
half of the sixteenth century.

Although the colonial period saw periodic attempts on the part of
the audiencia and the crown to legislate in favor of the Indian population,
the net effect was always one that was determined rﬁore by economic
considerations and the frontier conditions in Guatemala than by moral
or humanitarian pef suasions. The continuing domination of the Span-
jards was dependent ultimately upon the subjugation of the Indians. They
remained the disadvantaged sector in the economic and social melieu of
colonial Guatemala.

The cause of the Indian, however, during the colonial period was not
one restricted only to the efforts by Bar£olomé de Las Casas and Alonso
Lépez de Cerrato in the sixteenth century. The Spanish story in Guate-
mala included the zealous cleric as well as the ambitious conquistador.

The goal of the crown throughout most of the colonial period remained
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two-fold. The Indian was not only to be made a good vassal of the crown,
but a Spanish Catholic as well. He was to receive and hopefully embrace
Christianity. Yet, if Christianization was to remain with any degree of
permanence, as many clerics were soon to realize, dictionaries, gram-
mars, and a variety of materials explaining the faith in the Indian lan-
guage was essential. Studies of Indian customs and traditions, it was
felt, were needed. In their production of these materials and to their
efforts to undertake effective Christianization programs in the shadow

oi; the conquest, the Indians became the favorite cause of numerous
clerics who through their interest and activities would enlarge the ranks
of those favoring a more just treatment of the Indians and whose works
would provide the foundation for the development of an interest in the
Indians at a later date.

Many of the clerics who came to colonial Guatemala and who would
become extensively involved with the Indians to the point of advocating
protectionistic legislation were products of traditionalism and authori-
tarianism. They were, nevertheless, men cut from a somewhat differ-
ent intellectual cloth. They came to the New World for reasons basi-
cally different from a desire for the acquisition of wealth and fame.
Their motives were those of the missionary. To this challenge many
of these clerics would bring a mild discontent with the rigid social
structure of their homeland where many of the avenues leading toward

vocational achievement were closed. As later events would indicate,






