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ABSTRACT

Traditional historical literature has stressed a generalised crisis throughout
the world in the 17th century. First proposed for Europe with its numerous
dynastic, religious and state conﬂicts, it has now been expanded to include Asia
and the Middle East as well. It was also assumed that there was a signiﬁcant
crisis in the Americas, a theme which until recently has dominated the traditional literature. The claim that there was such a crisis was based on a series of
classic studies by Earl J. Hamilton, Chaunu and Borah, among others. But new
research has challenged this hypothesis and we will examine both these new
studies as well as offering our own research ﬁndings on this subject.
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RESUMEN

La historiografía tradicional ha subrayado la existencia de una crisis
generalizada en todo el mundo durante el siglo XVII. Propuesta por primera
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vez para Europa, con sus numerosos conﬂictos dinásticos y religiosos, ahora se
ha ampliado para incluir también a Asia y a Oriente Medio. Esta historiografía
indica que la crisis también fue signiﬁcativa en las Américas. Esta idea
se basa en una serie de estudios clásicos como los de Earl J. Hamilton,
Chaunu y Borah, entre otros. Sin embargo, nuevas investigaciones han
desaﬁado la hipótesis de la crisis y a lo largo del presente artículo vamos a
revisar esta literatura, así como a ofrecer nuestras propias conclusiones de
investigación sobre el tema.
Palabras clave: Finanzas estatales, Impuestos, Crisis del siglo XVII,
Hispanoamérica, Depresión económica, Población india, Plata, Situado,
Presidios

1.

INTRODUCTION

Traditional historical literature stressed a generalised 17th century crisis
throughout the world. First proposed for Europe with its numerous dynastic,
religious and state conﬂicts, it has now been expanded to include Asia and
the Middle East as well. The fall of the Ming dynasty in China, numerous
popular revolts, a climatic crisis known as the little ice age which may have
affected agricultural production in many regions and world spanning plagues due to the increase in global shipping, are all said to have resulted in a
supposedly linked general crisis from Asia to the Americas1.
Nevertheless, recent scholarship has challenged the idea that there was a
general crisis even in Europe, let alone throughout the world in this period2.
There were, of course, some unusual factors which did inﬂuence the world in
this century. The religious wars in Europe, the collapse of the Ming dynasty,
the increasing incidence of plague and an unusually cold period, were factors
that affected some nations and not others. Declining empires created space
for rising new empires and cities. Even the new trade with Asia and America
was ﬁnally beginning to inﬂuence European consumption patterns, which
led to the reorganising of traditional markets with winners and losers
(Carmagnani 2012; Crosby 1972; and most recently Aram and Yun Casalilla
2014).
There were of course some general trends which did affect most nations in
the 17th century. European populations seem to have stagnated or declined
after a major period of growth at the end of the previous century. Economists
now suggest this was not caused by any Malthusian crisis of population
outgrowing its food resources, but rather was due to the exogenous impact of
1
The leading proponent of this world wide general crisis has been Parker (2008), and his most
recent book Parker (2013). Also see Parker and Smith (1997).
2
For a good summary of the latest ﬁndings, see De Vries (2009).
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ever more frequent plagues. At the same time the decline of overland intraEuropean trade was replaced by sea transport with a consequent shift of
economic power to the North Atlantic ports (De Vries 2009, p. 160). But there
were numerous other factors which differed from region to region throughout
the world. The religious wars of Europe were one endogenous event that was
particularly intense in this century. The revolt of the Netherlands and subsequent Dutch and Spanish wars which lasted to 1621 followed by the revolt of
Catalonia and Portugal in 1640 were the clear indications of the collapse of
Habsburg European power. This decline was deﬁned by the end of Spanish
military hegemony in the Battle of Rocroi in 1643, and the defeat of one of the
last great Iberian armadas by the Dutch in the battle of the Downs in 1639. In
turn the Peace of the Pyrenees in 1659 ending Franco-Spanish conﬂict marked
the rise of France under Louis XIV as a dominant European power. All these
military and political events lead to the relative decline of Castile as a major
world power (Elliot 2006, pp. 219-254). It resulted in the loss by Spain of an
important part of its Northern European possessions.
Then there is the question of the actual economic decline of Spain itself,
which by the middle decades of the century not only had lost its hegemonic
role in Western Europe affairs but seemed to have stagnated economically.
Data on Spanish exports to Europe show that traditional exports such as
merino wool suffered either a stagnation or decline (Thompson and Yun
Casalilla 1994). There also seems to have been a relative slowing of population growth as well as regional migration with Madrid growing at the
expense of smaller interior towns such as Toledo. Although population
growth was still positive in the 17th century with the total numbers going
from 6.8 million in 1591 to 7.5 million in 1700, there was wide variation
among provinces and the share of the urban population (10 per cent)
remained unchanged.
Spain began to decline from a relatively strong economic position within
Europe and was estimated in 1570 to be second only to Italy in output per
capita, and even as late as the middle of the 17th century, which seems to
have been Spain’s deepest part of the recession, its output still surpassed that
of England. But while the Spanish economy recovered in 1700, its pace was
much slower than the rest of Europe and it was now signiﬁcantly behind all
the other major European powers (Álvarez Nogal and Prados de la Escosura
2013, p. 23). Even militarily, while Spain lost some signiﬁcant European
territories in this century, all attempts to wrest control of the Spanish empire
in America by the new naval powers of the Netherlands, France and England
ended in failure, except for the special case of Jamaica. Thus, the Northern
Europeans were all forced to settle unoccupied American lands.
The so-called period of captivity of Portugal from 1580 to 1640 was good
for Spain if not for the Portuguese empire. But this empire was losing its
monopoly position. Portuguese and Christians were expelled from Japan by
the 1620s and the Dutch replaced them in many markets. In fact by the 1610s
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Northern Europeans had more volume of shipping in the Asian trade than
did the once dominant Portuguese (De Vries 2009, p. 184). Even after Portugal was able to recover Recife and part of its African holdings after 1640,
Portugal itself experienced a stagnation of population, several serious harvest
failures, signiﬁcant devaluation of its currency, and probable economic
decline until 1670s (Freire Costa et al. 2016, pp. 109-167).
SPANISH AMERICA DURING THE 17TH CENTURY

2.

If Spain was losing its relative political power in Europe and some of its
key territories on the continent, and then lost Portugal with its Asian,
American and African empires, did this mean that Spanish America also
suffered a crisis? If Spain and Portugal stagnated or declined, did their
American colonies also decline, or did they in fact continue to grow and
thrive? Until recently it was assumed that there was a signiﬁcant crisis in the
Americas. The theme of a 17th century crisis in America is based on a series
of classic studies. Those of Earl J. Hamilton who used Spanish archival
material to show a severe decline in New World silver imports into Spain in
the 17th century (see Graph 1). In turn Woodrow Borah’s demographic studies argued that a new post-conquest collapse of the Amerindian populations
occurred from the 1590s until 1700 (Borah 1951), and Pierre Chaunu
(Chaunu 1956) and Lutgardo Garcia Fuentes’s detailed study of Spanish
American trade (García Fuentes 1980) showed a major decline in commerce
between America and Spain in this century (see Graph 2).
This model of a basic 17th century crisis in the Americas has been challenged by a growing number of studies beginning in the 1980s. Klein and

GRAPH 1
AMERICAN BULLION ARRIVALS IN SPAIN, 1581-1660 (BY QUINQUENNIUM)
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Source: Hamilton (2000, table 1, pp. 47).
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GRAPH 2
VOLUME OF SPANISH SHIPS GOING TO AMERICA FROM SEVILLA AND CADIZ,
1600-1729
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Source: Chaunu (1956, vol. VI, pt. 1, pp. 328-330) and García Fuentes (1980, pp. 216).

Tepaske (1981) demonstrated that actual bullion production in the 17th
century New Spain was stable or grew for most of this century. In turn the
important work of Morineau showed that American silver imports into
Amsterdam were signiﬁcant and grew in most of the 17th century reaching
their all-time peak in the 1690s3. There has even been a modest restatement
of the royal funds arriving in the 1630s and 1640s through a revision of the
sources used by Hamilton, suggesting that even Crown-owned silver was
greater than he assumed. This has to do with the funds arriving in the silver
ﬂeets which were listed as belonging to private individuals but which in this
period and later in the century were in fact royal income. These private funds
had evaporated after mid-century government taxation and arbitrary conﬁscations of private funds from the arriving ﬂeet resulted in private shipments of silver no longer being carried in the annual silver ﬂeets (Álvarez
Nogal 1998).
But if American mine production was stable and possibly increasing, and
ofﬁcial shipping was seriously declining throughout the century, how did all
the vast quantity of private and even public silver arrive in Spain and even
more importantly how did it get to the Netherlands? How silver left Spain is
well documented by the Steins who show how illegal and unrecorded
3
Morineau (1985, Ch. 3) and Hamilton (1929). It is conservatively estimated that Spanish
America alone produced about 150,000 tons of silver between 1500 and 1800 which accounted for at
least 80 per cent of the entire world production. See Flynn and Giráldez (1995, p. 202).
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American silver shipments left Spain in innumerable ways from legal
arrangements to total fraud. There were silver payments to foreign bond
holders of Spanish debt, then there were the payments to the 88,000 troops
stationed in the Netherlands which were paid and supplied by foreign merchants, and ﬁnally there was even outright theft by the legal French, English
and Dutch merchant communities resident in Seville and Cadiz. Even
Spanish merchants participated in this illegal trade (Stein and Stein 2000,
Ch. 3).
All this illegal trade and commerce was made possible by the corruption
of the Spanish Administration at home and overseas. The sale of government
ofﬁces by the ﬁnancially challenged monarchy was intense in the 17th century and occurred at all levels of administration both at home and in the
empire. This vastly increased the inﬂuence of the merchant class in government administration and prevented any effective control over contraband4. A classic case for this takeover of local government by the merchant
class is that of the merchants of Mexico City in the mid-17th century. These
leading merchants succeeded in controlling the local viceregal Mint, and
most of the key government ofﬁces in the new mining districts of the north
either by buying these ofﬁces directly, or served as ﬁnancial guarantors or
creditors of those buying them. They also controlled the transport of silver
and provided the credit for mercury purchases. They even illegally entered
into joint business ventures with local government ofﬁcials. The result was
that they had privileged information about local mining conditions and were
also able to successfully evade taxation and produce even unregistered
minted silver coins. The private merchants totally controlled silver production and minting by the second half of the century (Del Valle Pavón 2011).
The ports were another area for signiﬁcant government corruption with
many high-level ofﬁcials accused of signiﬁcant illegal commercial activity5.
These intertwining of government and private interests made possible a
very active direct trade of colonials with foreign ships coming from and
returning to foreign ports. The relative isolation of the American colonies
and the decline of Spanish shipping further encouraged active trading with
foreign nationals in foreign vessels. Thus a signiﬁcant part of the wealth of
America and of its international trade went unregistered in the accounts of
the metropolitan government. This trade was initially in precious metals,
4
On how this inﬂuence led to economic advantage, see Bertrand (2011a). For a survey of the
extensive bibliography on sales of ofﬁces and honours, see Jiménez Estrella (2012). Interestingly
enough, the Portuguese monarchy used such sales primarily for status and tended to keep administrative ofﬁces more under control of the monarchy than was the case for Spain, see Giannubilo
Stumpf (2011).
5
Gil Blanco noted «Desde un virrey hasta el último contador de la caja más pobre antes se
preocuparon de sus propias necesidades económicas que de su obligación para con el cumplimiento
de la administración virreinal, colaborando en la labor de los contrabandistas por medio de
sobornos o bien formando parte de ellos» (1986, p. 95).
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precious stones and expensive dyes — high priced and low weight exports.
But quickly American exports to Europe included tobacco, hides, cacao, and
sugar, goods of heavy weight and lower value. These were also products in
demand in the Northern European markets (Fernández de Pinedo 1984,
p. 125).
Not only were the colonials producing ever more agricultural products
along with their precious metals, they were increasingly creating local
industry. Although we are still unable to fully determine the agricultural
economy in this period6, several scholars have shown that the 17th century
was a period of rapid growth of colonial industries. Lynch has argued that by
this period Spain was no longer sending basic goods to the Americas as it had
in the previous century and that the colonies were able to satisfy most of
their primary needs through the systematic growth of local agriculture and
manufactures everywhere in the Americas (Lynch 1981, vol. II, Ch. 6 and 7).
This is supported by Margarita Suarez for the Andean region who also argues
that the 17th century saw major growth of an internal market, of local
American manufactures and a major illegal international contraband trade
(Suárez 1999). Spanish American yards were even building 40 per cent of the
ships used in the transatlantic trade by the 1640s, and together with foreign
built vessels, these American and foreign vessels dominated the commercial
ﬂeets shipping goods from Spain to the Americas (Lynch 1981, vol. II,
p. 215).
But even Spanish trade with the Indies was growing in the 17th century.
Several studies suggest that both the ofﬁcial volume of shipping reproduced
by Chaunu was not representative of actual volume of shipping and that
Spanish exports to America of ﬁne textiles, metal products and paper
increased dramatically in the second half of the 17th century even as shipping
seemed to go into severe decline and ofﬁcial ﬁgures of silver imports declined
dramatically to less than 2 per cent of their 1650 level (García Fuentes 1979;
Oliva Melgar 2004, 2005). Obviously colonials were buying these goods with
illegal silver and a range of exports, going from the traditional high cost
items of the 16th century to more common and cheaper bulk products now
6
As was noted in an earlier study, alcabalas taxed agricultural goods — among others — that
were sold in the market, but goods produced for self-consumption and Amerindian products were
not taxed. Moreover, unlike the mining taxes, during the 17th century alcabalas were usually farmed
out and were often changed locally and varied widely (Klein and Tepaske 1981, p. 129). Also the
more accurate diezmo taxes, used by Carmagnani (1969) and others to determine agricultural
production are currently not available for any district in long coherent series for the entire 17th
century. One of the oldest collections are the several cajas of Michoacán gathered by Garner. These
data start in the 1660s, and all show positive growth trends in the last four decades of the century.
Also the more complete Santiago de Chile data from 1680 also show positive growth trends. See
«Mexican Agricultural Tithes» and «Peruvian Agricultural Tithes» at http://www.insidemydesk.com/
hdd.html (accessed 29 November 2017). The only tax which relates coherently to commercial
activity is the import-export taxes (almojarifazgos) collected on legal trade in all the major ports
which we cite here.
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being produced in quantity in the Americas such as tobacco, hides, cacao
and sugar (Fernández de Pinedo 1984, p. 125). If American imports of
European goods remained constant or increased in this century, even for
Spanish made products, then the key factor was the development of a signiﬁcant contraband trade of alternative ships and foreign merchants, a trade
which included even minted silver coins as well as unminted silver and gold7.
All this was occurring as there was a dramatic decline in royal silver arrivals
from America especially in the post 1650 period. Yet this was a period when
private unregistered silver imports appeared to be booming8.
The situation of the economy in Spanish America does not seem to show
a steep decline during the 17th century. The evidence presented so far seems
to indicate — on the contrary — some signs of resilience regarding the
situation in Europe. To assess in a much-nuanced manner the economic
output of Spanish America during the 17th century, it is important to revisit
the data available. Thanks to the efforts of several scholars during the last 30
years, it is possible now to have a clear understanding of the main areas of
the colonial economy. Precisely, the pages that follow present a coherent
account of the situation for the trade and commerce, state ﬁnance, mining
and population.

3.

TRADE AND COMMERCE IN SPANISH AMERICA REVISITED

As several recent authors have pointed out, the legal Andalusian monopoly on colonial trade given to Seville and Cadiz was anything but a monopoly. Spain alone could not satisfy the manufactured goods demanded by the
colonial market which explains the vital role of foreign merchants in even the
legal trade. Thus Colonial American trade despite all the ofﬁcial restrictions
was in fact a relatively open international trade between numerous European
nations and Spanish America9. Contemporary reports from local European
consuls suggest that 80-90 per cent of the goods shipped legally in the ships
of the Carrera de Indias were of foreign origin (Bustos Rodríguez 2005,
p. 360). Moreover a recent study of the ofﬁcial registers from the second half
of the 17th century suggest that the ofﬁcial value of reported exports for the
annual ﬂotas were 10 per cent or less of the actual value of those cargoes
7
As Garcia Fuentes noted «…la introducción fraudulenta de mercancías se llevaba a cabo tanto
en los convoyes oﬁciales como en las navegaciones ilícitas» (1979, p. 260).
8
Dominguez Ortiz estimates that — at mid-century — colonial silver represented only a tenth
of total royal income, though given its arrival in silver coins or ingots it could be immediately
employed and was crucial for maintaining the government’s international activities (Domínguez
Ortiz 1956, p.335).
9
As Bustos Rodríguez noted «el comercio hispanoamericano era algo más que un simple
comercio colonial que une la metrópoli a sus colonias, lo que puede considerarse con razón el
marco formal; antes bien, se trata de un comercio profundamente internacional que une los
espacios europeos y americanos entre sí» (2005, p. 359).
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estimated by foreign consuls (Oliva Melgar 2004, p. 48, table 3). There were
also other major loopholes in the legal monopoly. The Canary Islands, for
example, were considered a key entry point for smuggled Northern European
goods entering the convoy system maintained by Spain in the 16th and 17th
centuries (Pérez-Mallaína Bueno 1980). Thus, even the ofﬁcial legal trade
was in fact a non-restrictive international trade and it is evident that the
majority of American silver ended in other European countries for the goods
they sold to the Americans10.
Within Andalucía a well-established group of European merchants were
key suppliers to the colonial trade. French textile exports to Cadiz and Seville
in this period were massive and primarily directed to the American market —
with payments being made primarily in American silver (Girard 1932b, Chs.
8 and 10). Flemish and French merchants were well established in Seville, as
well as in Cadiz by the last decades of the century when this bigger port
became the dominant port for American trade11. The English merchants
quickly followed them in the mid-17th century establishing legally recognised
merchant communities in Andalucía, and all three groups obtained, directly
or indirectly, the right to trade with America. All these foreign merchant
communities also provided the credit for Spanish merchants to purchase
European goods used in the American trade. In a detailed breakdown of the
value of products shipped to the New World in the ﬂeet of 1686, only 6 per
cent of the value of all goods shipped was of Spanish origin (Morineau 1985,
p. 267, table 44).
A ﬁnancial and politically pressed Crown also assisted in this European
takeover of legal American trade. Between 1645 and 1667 the Spanish Crown
issued decrees or signed international treaties setting up these privileged
trading communities for the three major groups of foreigners (Stein and
Stein 2000, pp. 58-64). Finally there was a never-ending battle by the
Europeans to gain control over the Spanish asiento, or the exclusive right to
import slaves into the Spanish American colonies. This highly desired contract was well known to allow the contracting nation to engage directly in
American commerce and was a major conduit of purchases of silver and
other American produced goods. In 1601 Spain opened up its slave trade to
foreign merchants and by mid-century even English slavers supplied some
slaves to Spanish America, with Jamaica and Barbados permitting direct
sales to Spanish America in 1663. So lucrative was this trade that the English

10
As Fernández de Pinedo emphasised: «… resulta evidente que la mayor parte de los metales
preciosos americanos procedían del pago de las mercancías y servicios enviados desde Europa.
Desde hace tiempo es harto conocido que la mayor parte de las remesas monetarias de América eran
reexpedidas hacia otros países europeos» (1984, p. 126).
11
For the numerous ways in which foreign merchants illegally shipped their goods to America
using Spanish intermediaries, see Everaert (1971). For the conﬂict between the two ports over
American trade, see Girard (1932a).
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insisted that it be part of peace negotiations in 1711 and ﬁnally got their
asiento in 1714 (Sorsby 1976, pp. 7-8).
Then there was actual contraband trade in foreign ships that paid no
duties. These came from the new American centres established by Northern
Europeans in the Caribbean which became thriving centres for contraband
trade to Spanish America. Many point to the establishment of the Dutch
colony of Curação in 1634 as a key development of this new international
commerce, though in fact it was not until the second half of the 17th century
that the island became a major trading centre12. But already in 1627 the
English were in Barbados, and they were quickly followed by the French
settlement of Martinique in 1635, with the English taking Jamaica from
Spain in 1655 and — 4 years later — the French settlement of the western
end of La Española, precisely in the lands abandoned by the Spaniards. This
north coast of Española in turn had been forcefully abandoned by royal
ofﬁcials in 1605 because of its active role in the contraband trade. The AngloSpanish Treaty of 1670 recognised all British conquests and settlements in
West Indies, which included not only Jamaica and Barbados, but also several
islands in the Lesser Antilles (St. Kits, Nevis, Antigua, etc.). Once ﬁrmly
established, Jamaica, along with Curação became major centres for contraband trade with Spanish America13. Europeans traded from the Paciﬁc to the
Southern Atlantic colonies. Everywhere the colonials were big consumers of
higher prices textiles, metal products and other manufactured goods produced by the non-iberian European countries14.
Portuguese, Dutch, English and French trade with colonial Latin America
became quite signiﬁcant in this century and their imported goods occupied a
signiﬁcant space in the colonial economy. The Portuguese presence in
America was actually legal until 1640. During the period that the two kingdoms were united, Portuguese merchants became an important presence in
all the major Spanish American ports, from Lima to Veracruz and Puerto
Rico. The expulsion of these merchants and their prosecution by the Inquisition in the 1640s temporarily disrupted colonial trade organisations
12

Its big imports were cacao, hides and tobacco from South America, Klooster (2014,
pp. 25-26). Also see Malamud (1981, p. 26). Antonio García de León shows how the Dutch contraband trade was so intense in the 17th century Veracruz and its markets that Seville introduced
products sometimes had to be returned to Spain for lack of a market (García de León 2011, p. 33).
13
Jamaica itself was unusual in that it was a straight royal conquest and initially had no serious
capital investments from abroad as was the case with the other British colonies. Thus in the 17th
century its primary income came from violent and peaceful illegal trade with Spanish America. Its
Port Royal both housed a signiﬁcant pirate ﬂeet as well as local and international shipping involved
in the Spanish American trade with slaves and manufactured goods being a common export to the
Spanish mainland, Zahedieh (1986). Also see Brown (1926).
14
One of the most complete studies is that for the port of Buenos Aires, which showed the
enormous volume of contraband introduced by Dutch, Portuguese and English ships into the Rio de
la Plata in this period and even of the shipping of contraband silver on Spanish registered shipping.
See Moutoukias (1988).
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throughout the Americas15. But local merchants were able to re-establish
trade linkages with the Dutch, English and French. In the mid-17th century it
was estimated that in New Spain two-thirds of goods imported were from
contraband and only a third was legally imported. It was also estimated that
even a quarter of the silver embarked in Spanish ships at that time was
unregistered (Malamud 1981, p. 33). Humboldt as late as 1800 maintained
that illegal imports from Northern Europe were valued at 4.5 million dollars
and that at least 2.5 million dollars of ingots of silver and gold were annually
exported from Mexico (Cited in Bernecker 2005, p. 134). Moreover in the
second half of the 17th century both the Netherlands and England were allied
with Spain against the rising power of France. Thus English and Dutch
traders were welcome in Spanish and Canary ports.
Finally, the 17th century was also a period of extraordinary growth of
inter-continental trade. So important had the Paciﬁc trade between Peru and
New Spain become that in 1631 the Crown prohibited it altogether on the
grounds that it was negatively inﬂuencing the Portobelo Atlantic markets and
was also draining silver to Asia16. But the prohibition was ignored as Peruvian ships brought Peruvian minted and silver bars, mercury from the
Huancavelica mines, cacao from Guayaquil, wines, olives and olive oil to the
ports of New Spain in exchange for Asian, European and Castillian goods. By
the last decades of the century there was a boom in this illegal trade,
reﬂecting the growing consumption of the Peruvian markets17.
4.

ROYAL EXPENSES IN COLONIAL LATIN AMERICA

This developing colonial economy is also reﬂected in government expenditures. All studies indicate a serious decline of bullion coming to Europe
from American mines in the second half of the 17th century. The American
cajas reﬂect this decline in funds shipped overseas (see Graph 3). Even though
mine output was stable, and royal income in most treasury ofﬁces were stable
or increasing, this decline in overseas export of specie strongly supports the
thesis that more royal funds were being expended locally and this can be seen
in the transfers from the rich ﬁscal ofﬁces to the debtor ones, most of whom
15
On the major role of these Portuguese New Christian merchants in Veracruz see García de
León (2011, Ch. X); for Lima, Quiroz (1985).
16
«Es válida la aﬁrmación de que la prohibición mercantil por el espacio del Pacíﬁco estuvo
principalmente motivada por el deseo de impedir que los efectos asiáticos llegaran al espacio
peruano» (Bonialian 2012a, p. 85). Also «Silver remittances to Spain were affected by factors
beyond the metal’s production, including the large quantities taking the transpaciﬁc route from
Mexico and Peru to China and its use as payment for defense against the Dutch, who were now well
established in Brazil and the Caribbean» (Giraldez 2015, p. 93).
17
See Bonialian (2012b, pp. 999-1001). So desperate were Mexican miners for mercury —
which they had been using to extract silver since the 1550s, that the Crown throughout the 17th
century permitted Peruvian ships to bring the mercury directly from the Peruvian Huancavelica
mines to the port of Acapulco (Lang 1968).
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GRAPH 3
AMERICAN REVENUES SENT TO SPAIN AND PHILIPPINES, 1591-1749
35
Total American Remittances
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millions of pesos

25
From Mexico
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5

Source: Klein and Tepaske (1981, table 3, pp. 133).

MAP 1
YEARLY ADMINISTRATIVE COST OF THE INDIES AND PRESIDIOS FINANCED
BY THE REAL HACIENDA (C.A. 1650)

Source: Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE), Raros, 3080 and Biblioteca Nacional de España
(BNE), Manuscritos, 3024.
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were on the frontiers of the empire. From the North American frontiers to
Chile and the Rio de la Plata in the far Southern cone, Mexican and Peruvian
government funds were being used to maintain troops, build fortiﬁcations and
pay royal salaries (see Map 1). In this period impressive fortiﬁcations were
built throughout the Indies while local garrisons and royal ofﬁcials were
subsidised and even some frontier settlements were ﬁnanced by royal funds.
These transfers of royal funds (situados) from the central treasuries began
in the 16th century and continued uninterrupted to the end of the colonial
period, with sums increasing steadily throughout the period. Especially after
the 16th and early 17th centuries attacks by French, English and Dutch privateers and professional armies on both the Paciﬁc and Atlantic colonies of
Spanish America this funding steadily increased as the ports from Florida
to Chile were fortiﬁed, especially in the late 16th and throughout the 17th
centuries. It was this funding which was crucial in the successful defense of
the Spanish American empire until the early 19th century18. As many commentators have noted it is evident that the Crown itself by the end of the 17th
century was spending far more of its tax income in America than it was
shipping home. At the beginning of the century the Viceroyalties of Peru sent
over half of its total income to Spain and by the 1630s New Spain was
sending 48 per cent of its total revenues to Spain and the Philippines, but by
the end of the century both were shipping 10 per cent or less of their gross
income to these two destinations. Peru which had dominated remittances in
the ﬁrst half of the century, sending over half its total revenues to Spain,
virtually stopped sending funds to Spain by the end of the century. Between
1590 and 1729 some 23 per cent of New Spain bullion exports went to the
Philippines, essentially as a «situado», and these islands absorbed 11 per cent
of all bullion shipped in this period — another major and steady drain on
American revenues which did not go to Spain (see Graph 3 and Map 1).
In the Caja of Lima, for example, the sums which supported the far-ﬂung
forts and garrisons covering all the major coastal ports of Peru as well as
those of the Rio de la Plata and Chile grew steadily through the century until
the 1680s. Lima from the late 1590s supplied a steady subsidy to Santiago
de Chile, ﬁrst as a «socorro» and then in 1605 as a formal «situado». Then in
1658 was added the situado for Valdivia, and ﬁnally a very signiﬁcant third
situado was added in 1675 for Panama. By the 1670s these war and subsidy
expenditures accounted for some 39 per cent of total Lima expenditures,
and by the 1680s reached 47 per cent of all expenditures. While the decline
of military expenses in the 1690s led to a relative decline of these costs, they

18
On the 16th and 17th centuries ﬁscal and legal organisation of the situado system, see
Marchena (1979, pp. 84-90). For the role of New Spain in ﬁnancing the Caribbean centres in the 17th
century see Reichert (2012), and for the 18th century see Marichal and Souto Mantecón (1994). How
this inﬂow of silver affected the local economy can be seen in the study of Kuethe (1986).
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GRAPH 4
AVERAGE TOTAL EXPENDITURES OF CAJA OF LIMA BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

GRAPH 5
AVERAGE WAR EXPENSES OF CAJA OF LIMA BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

still made up about 42 per cent of actual costs of the Lima Caja (see Graph
4-6)19.
19
This and the subsequent graphs are based on the Klein and Tepaske (1982), and Klein and
Tepaske (1986) series, unless a different source is indicated. We use an average decade ﬁgure since
there were several missing years in the various treasuries and totals would therefore distort the
results. There are a few tables when we list full annual data since these are complete, but in these
cases we use a 5-year running average to smooth the results in order to better examine trends over
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GRAPH 6
AVERAGE SITUADO EXPENDITURES FOR CHILE, VALDIVIA AND PANAMA,
CAJA DE LIMA BY DECADE, 1600-1699
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

What is impressive is that war expenditures were initially much higher in
Peru than in Mexico. Peru dominated these expenditures until the 1690s.
Only in the ﬁrst decade of the 18th century did New Spain’s military expenses
ﬁnally equal and eventually surpass those of Peru. Thus, the combined Lima
and Mexico treasuries expended 43 per cent of their total budgetary expenditures on war related activity from 1600 to 1699, in turn these war expenditures represented 44 per cent of the total income generated by these two
principal cajas (see Graph 7).
The Caribbean can be considered another classic deﬁcit frontier, and for
most of the 17th century, the central treasury ofﬁce of Mexico consistently
provided substantial sums for Florida, Habana and Puerto Rico and more
sporadically to Santo Domingo and Santiago de Cuba in the form of situados
(see Table 1)20. Their local economies in this century were incapable of
covering the costs of maintaining local forts and soldiers and even civil
government administrators.

(footnote continued)

time. On the corrections which have been made to the original data see Klein (1992). The data are
also available in Excel format at http://realhacienda.colmex.mx/
20
On the use of these subsidies in Puerto Rico in the 17th century, see Pacheco Díaz (2012).

Revista de Historia Económica, Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610918000101 Published online by Cambridge University Press

57

HERBERT S. KLEIN AND SERGIO T. SERRANO HERNÁNDEZ

GRAPH 7
AVERAGE WAR EXPENDITURES OF THE VICEROYALTIES OF PERU AND NEW
SPAIN BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

5.

ANALYSING THE ECONOMIC OUTPUT OF SPANISH AMERICA IN
THE 17TH CENTURY: MINING PRODUCTION, COMMERCIAL
CIRCULATION AND POPULATION

Using the reconstructed database of Spanish colonial ﬁscal records generated by Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986), we can see in more detail how
various sectors of the colonial Spanish American economy and population
developed in the 17th century21. Here we examine mining, international trade
and population based on both actual mine production as well as mining and
minting tax income, all the trade taxes and Indian tribute income over
the course of the century in the three leading regions of Spanish America —
the provinces that went to make up the Audiencia of Charcas (Bolivia),
and the Viceroyalties of Peru and New Spain (Mexico) which accounted for
at least 80 per cent of the royal revenues in the Americas.
What we see from the mining data of both estimated production and
mining and minting taxes is that while there were short swings in total output,
overall there was a steady production throughout most of the century with a
21
These annual reports from the American treasury ofﬁces are available in Excel ﬁles at http://
realhacienda.colmex.mx/
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Year

San
Agustín

La
Habana

Santo
Domingo

Puerto
Rico

Santiago de
Cuba

San
Martín

Total (pesos de a
ocho)

1600-1609

586,981

752,070

44,642

466,182

1,849,875

1610-1619

635,308

680,524

119,022

400,343

1,835,197

1620-1629

657,199

761,794

153,246

411,649

1,983,888

1630-1639

538,003

1,061,903

287,842

465,503

1640-1649

230,926

775,733

3,943

115,694

53,250

1650-1659

531,232

657,487

10,000

57,000

1,255,719

1660-1669

553,380

693,798

131,000

1,378,178

1670-1679

337,100

1,015,205

120,000

229,031

1,701,336

1680-1689

303,763

765,420

658,330

257,292

247,713

2,232,518

1690-1699

289,964

932,963

741,370

394,826

124,894

2,484,017

4,663,856

8,096,897

2,128,395

2,521,489

842,888

Total

Source: Reichert (2012, pp. 58, 65).

256,649

2,609,900

263,765

1,443,311

520,414

18,773,939
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TABLE 1
SITUADOS SENT FROM CAJA DE MÉXICO TO THE CARIBBEAN PRESIDIOS, 1600-1699 (TOTAL FIGURES IN PESOS DE A
OCHO BY DECADES)

HERBERT S. KLEIN AND SERGIO T. SERRANO HERNÁNDEZ

GRAPH 8
BULLION PRODUCTION (GOLD + SILVER) IN MEXICO, PERU AND CHARCAS,
1581-1711
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Source: Tepaske and Brown (2010, pp. 20-21).

relative decline in the mid-century followed by a rising trend of production in
the last decades of the century. The estimate of TePaske of actual gold and
silver production shows steady rising production in the ﬁrst third of the century followed by a short decline and another increase in the 1670s and 1680s,
followed by another decline in the last decade (see Graph 8). This overall
pattern hid some signiﬁcant changes, the most important of which was the
relative decline of the formerly dominant mines of the Audiencia of Charcas
and the dramatic rise of the new mining centres in the north of New Spain (see
Graph 9). Potosí, the chief silver centre of both the Audiencia of Charcas and
the Viceroyalty of Peru suffered a major crisis in the early 17th century after
reaching a peak in the 1590s and then began a steady secular decline (see
Graph 9). For the Charcas region the mines of Oruro reduced the rapidity of
the decline, though the trend was negative for the century (see Graph 10)22.
But just as there was a crisis in mine output in Charcas and its primer
mining zone of Potosí, there was a major growth of silver mining in the
Viceroyalty of New Spain. There was a boom in the mining zone of Zacatecas —
more precisely in Sombrerete, and while the new Mexican mining zone of San
Luis Potosí faltered, the other late 17th century producers, Guanajuato and
Pachuca were expanding production rapidly thus increasing the viceroyalties
overall mining income decade after decade from the mid-17th century onwards
(see Graphs 11–14).
22
For an analysis of the long-term relative decline of Peru compared to New Spain after 1680,
see Klein (1995).
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GRAPH 9
AVERAGE ANNUAL SILVER PRODUCTION IN POTOSÍ, 1550-1809, PER DECADE
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Source: Bakewell (1975, pp. 92-97).

GRAPH 10
ANNUAL MINING TAX INCOME OF AUDIENCIA OF CHARCAS, 1600-1729 (5YEAR MOVING AVERAGE)
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

All of these mine production and tax income ﬁgures re-enforce the ﬁndings of Morineau which saw a steady arrival of New World silver to the
markets of Northern Europe, even despite their decline within Spain itself, at
least in terms of royal receipts if not private silver arrivals. According to the
data of Morineau, bullion arrival in 17th century Amsterdam suffered no
secular crisis in the 17th century and reached new high levels in post 1661
period (see Graph 15).
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GRAPH 11
AVERAGE MINE INCOME IN ZACATECAS BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

GRAPH 12
AVERAGE MINE INCOME IN S. L. POTOSI BY DECADE, 1620-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

Were these mining trends unique in this period or can we see similar
trends in internal and external colonial trade in Spanish America? Here some
surprising patterns emerge which challenge the idea of a generalised crisis.
Using the trade tax estimates for the key ports of Veracruz and Acapulco in
Mexico we see a similar pattern on both oceans. They both experienced a
mid-century boom lasting no more than a decade or two, followed by a shortterm depression and then both experienced a dramatic increase in the post
1660 period (see Graphs 16 and 17).
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GRAPH 13
AVERAGE MINE INCOME IN GUANAJUATO BY DECADE, 1660-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

GRAPH 14
AVERAGE MINE INCOME IN PACHUCA BY DECADE, 1660-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

The district of the audiencia of Lima had minimal mining production,
with its mine taxes from all known treasury ofﬁces being an average less
than 30,000 pesos per annum. Lima’s treasury income was most heavily
based on trade and commercial taxes and tribute income. Thus despite the
decline of mining in the region, there was in the 17th century an increase in
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Millions of pesos of 272 mrs

GRAPH 15
BULLION ARRIVALS TO EUROPE FROM ALL SPANISH AMERICA, 1581-1696
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Source: Morineau (1985, p. 250).

GRAPH 16
AVERAGE TRADE TAX INCOME FOR CAJA OF VERACRUZ BY DECADE,
1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

colonial and Paciﬁc trade as well as signiﬁcant growth in agriculture and
manufacturing23. This was shown most clearly in the principal Caja of Lima.
Here there was steady growth into the penultimate decade of the century and
only then did decline occur (see Graph 18). Clearly despite declining regional

23
As Andrien (1985, 200-202) concluded in his study of 17th century Peru, there was no sustained economic crisis in the viceroyalty in this century, just the opposite with growth in agriculture, Paciﬁc trade and manufactures. But there was a ﬁscal crisis in mid-century do to a conﬂict
between increased taxation demands of the Crown and the new economic groups which were
emerging.
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GRAPH 17
AVERAGE TRADE TAX INCOME FOR CAJA OF ACAPULCO BY DECADE,
1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

GRAPH 18
AVERAGE TRADE TAX INCOME FOR LIMA BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

mine production, there was no 17th century crisis as seen in the trade data for
this crucial South American port24.
What of population trends, another important theme discussed in the
General Crisis literature. All studies suggest that there was a steady ﬂow of
Spaniards and African slaves into the colonial American empire in this
century, which meant that these two groups and the mestizo or casta
population was growing throughout the 17th century. But what of the
majority Amerindian population and its trajectory during this period; is the
24

On the growth of the Paciﬁc trade in 17th century Lima, see Clayton (1975).
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GRAPH 19
ANNUAL TRIBUTE INCOME IN CAJA OF POTOSÍ, 1600-1699 (5-YEAR MOVING
AVERAGE)
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

argument of the Borah crisis essay sustainable from the information available on tribute income lists? While there is little doubt that the Amerindian
populations in all regions continued to decline in the ﬁrst third of the 17th
century25, they seem to have stabilised or grew again thereafter although
often at a lower level than in the 16th century. In Potosí, for example, the only
Charcas regional treasury ofﬁce for which we have data for this period, by
the 1610s the Indian tribute population had stabilised and continued until
the very end of the century (see Graph 19).
Data from various New Spain treasuries indicates some regional variation
with most tribute income stabilising by the 1630s and growing later in the
century. Perhaps the best treasury ofﬁce for capturing central Mexican
Indian population is that of Mexico City which incorporates the tribute from
the Valley of Mexico as well as the tribute collected from the dense Indian
population centres of Oaxaca and Puebla (those treasury ofﬁces were not
established until the 18th century)26. Thus the tribute income in the Caja de
Mexico reﬂects the population growth of all central New Spain and the trend
is very clear: Indian population grew fast during the second half of the
century. At the same time Merida seems to have been a region whose Indian
population had declined least in the early colonial period and whose

25
See, for example, the detailed listings for all the districts of the Peruvian viceroyalty from the
early 16th century to the ﬁrst two decades of the 17th century show systematic decline of Indian
population everywhere (Cook 1982). Also his monograph (Cook 2004).
26
See, for example, the area covered by the Contaduria de Tributos de la Caja de México in the
early 18th century in Sánchez Santiró (2013, pp. 254-255, map 3).
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population was growing steadily throughout the century until the 1680s (see
Graphs 20 and 21).
Finally, there is the tribute lists from the mining zone of Zacatecas which
is not as direct a relationship with Indian population growth since it was a
major zone of immigration. While this zone did not have initially a large
resident Indian population, the new mining camps and towns that appeared
after the chichimeca war in the north of the viceroyalty (1556-1590) were
GRAPH 20
AVERAGE TRIBUTE INCOME FOR CAJA OF MERIDA BY DECADE, 1600-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

GRAPH 21
AVERAGE TRIBUTE INCOME FOR CENTRAL MEXICO CAJA BY DECADE,
1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).
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settled mostly by Indian populations that migrated from the central and
southern regions of the viceroyalty27. Those that choose to abandon their
Indian communities were seeking better wages and in general, were trying to
evade control and tributes from the zones that had a well-established government. Some of the loss of population from the central zones of Mexico
can be partly explained by this mining rush that happened precisely at the
turn of the 16th century and continued to attract population from central
Mexico during the ﬁrst half of the 17th century (see Graph 22). The Crown
attempt to establish better controls over the population that migrated there
led it to impose tribute on what were now mostly mestizo towns, a tactic
which was protested by the local populations28.
If these tribute lists adequately reﬂect the population on which they were
based — adult Indian males — these ﬁndings support the critiques of the
numbers of Borah and his model of demographic decline and economic
crisis (Chiaramonte 1981). All the cajas seem to be following the same
secular trend which suggests that Indian population in most regions of the
empire ﬁnally ended their dramatic 16th century decline and had ﬁnally
begun growing again early in the 17th century. If these tax ﬁgures are indicating basic population changes, then it can be argued that Borah’s position
GRAPH 22
AVERAGE TRIBUTE INCOME FOR CAJA OF ZACATECAS BY DECADE, 1590-1729
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Source: Klein and Tepaske (1982, 1986).

27
For a review of the settling process in the chichimeca zone during and after the war see Ruiz
Guadalajara (2004, vol. I, pp. 67-161).
28
For a micro-analysis of the problems experienced by the Oﬁciales Reales to establish the
tribute in a mining town see Durán Sandoval (2002).
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that Indian population was in constant decline until 1700 can be rejected.
This was not to say there was no demographic crisis, harvest crises, famines
or epidemic diseases, only that the majority Amerindian populations seemed
to have stabilised by the middle decades of the century and were having
positive growth rates by the end of the century although of course at levels
lower than in the preceding century. It is also worth noting that the Spanish,
Black and Mestizo populations in this period experienced a constant increase
so that despite the 16th century crisis in Indian population, total population
was on the increase from the late 17th century onward29.

6.

SOME SIGNS OF ECONOMIC GROWTH IN SPANISH AMERICA
DURING THE 17TH CENTURY

In addition to the ﬁgures we have shown, most of them related to the
taxation system, there are some proxy indicators that lead us to think that the
situation in Spanish America during the 17th century was not as serious as
some have argued. This was a major century for church construction across
the whole continent. While most churches in central New Spain were built
during the 16th century, the major buildings of the northern populations of
that viceroyalty date from the 17th century. Even the churches that began
during the 16th century continued to be constructed during the 17th century,
such as Mexico’s cathedral and the church of Santiago Tlatelolco, which was
enlarged and enriched during the ﬁrst half of the 17th century (De La Maza
1985, pp. 14-31). In South America as well, many important churches and
hospitals were built during that century (see Table 2). This would appear to
be another indicator of both major public and private wealth being consumed within the colonial world.
Another example of this process can be drawn from receipts showing the
sale of public ofﬁces. The historical literature has stressed that the selling of
ofﬁces within the public administration was a reﬂection of the increased
penury of the Spanish Crown, and that it was one of the major causes of
venality and corruption in Spanish America30. But it is also certain that in
order to sell public appointments in the colonies, there had to be a local elite

29
According to Martínez (1999), total population in Spanish America in 1570 can be esteemed
around 9,275,150 and in 1650 the population might have been 10,359,000. Nevertheless, the main
change was the composition of this population, as castas (Black, Mulattoes and Mestizos) and
Spanish (both Peninsular and Criollos) grew from around 348,000-1,954,000.
30
Many scholars have written about this subject during the last 15 years. The studies of venality
and corruption within the modern world have certainly developed into a ﬁeld of their own. For the
Royal Ofﬁcials see, for example, Bertrand (2011b). An interesting account of the process that led to
incorporate the sell of public ofﬁces into the roots of the Spanish American royal exchequer can be
red in Sanz Tapia (2009).
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TABLE 2
CHURCH AND HOSPITAL CONSTRUCTION IN 17TH CENTURY SPANISH AMERICA
District

Construction period or
termination dates

City

Church or hospital

Mexico

Catedral

1578-1656

Puebla

Catedral

1640-1690

“

Rosario

1650-1690

Guadalupe

Basilica

1695-1709

Tepozotlan

S. Francisco
Javier

1670-1682

Oaxaca

S. Domingo de
Guzman

1608-1663

Guanajuato

Basilica-Colegiata

1671-1696

Pachuca

S. Francisco

1660-1667

Queretaro

S. Francisco

1640-1698

San Luis
Potosi

S. Luis Rey

1670-1705

“

S. Francisco

1689-1692

“

S. Agustin

1672-1682

“

Loreto

1675-1689

“

N.S. Merced

1681

“

Hospital de S.
Juan

1615

Zapopan

Catedral

1689-1705

Durango

Basilica

1695-1710

San Felipe

Parroquia

1615-1641

Monclova

Santiago

1675-1690

Antigua

Hospital de S.
Pedro

1654-1665

Mexico

Guadalajara

Guatemala
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TABLE 2
District

(Cont. )
Construction period or
termination dates

City

Church or hospital

Cartagena

Pedro Claver

1695-1716

Bogota

S. Ignacio

1625-1635

“

El Sagrario

1660-1689

“

Santa Ines

1669-1676

Caracas

S. Francisco

1590-1622

Quito

La Compañia

1605-1689

“

S. Agustin

1581-1669

“

E. Tejar

1630

Lima

La Merced

1614-1630

“

S. Pedro

1623-1638

“

S. Francisco

1670-1674

Cuzco

La Merced

1650-1669

“

La Compañía

1651-1653

“

Belen

1698

Arequipa

La Compañía

1690-1699

Pomata

Santuario

1610

Cordoba

La Compañía

1645-1671

Santiago de
Chile

San Francisco

1572-1618

Santa Fe

Santo
Domingo

Quito

Lima

La Plata

Santiago

Source: Morales Padron (1988, t. II, p. 553), Nieto Alcaide (2000), Galván Arellano (1999).
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TABLE 3
NOMINAL VALUE OF THE OFFICES SOLD IN THE MUNICIPALITIES, C.A. 1650
(ALL VALUES IN PESOS DE A OCHO)
Districts

Number of
municipalities

Total ofﬁces
sold

Nominal value of the
ofﬁces

Santiago

10

102

Panama

6

84

90,570

29

162

92,687

Guadalajara
Quito

65,400

9

89

161,251

Santo
Domingo

33

359

181,669

Guatemala

20

258

205,814

Santa Fe

40

469

537,390

Mexico

39

322

997,182

Lima

19

316

1,087,432

La Plata
Total

18

171

1,304,093

223

2,332

4,723,487

Source: Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE), Raros, 3080; Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE),
Manuscritos, 3024.

that had enough money to pay for those ofﬁces31. Among the many institutions of the Spanish Empire in the new world, municipalities were the centre
towards which the local elite gravitated; local merchants, miners, landlords
and manufacturers deemed buying an appointment within the Cabildo as a
good investment32.
By 1650 Spanish America was populated by 223 municipalities within
which 2,332 posts were being sold by the crown, the total value of these
ofﬁces was 4,723,487 pesos (Table 3). As the posts were sold and then
renounced, this also meant a steady ﬂow of cash for the Crown. Francisco
López de Caravantes calculated the yearly income from sell of ofﬁces for the
viceroyalty of Peru (which included the districts of Lima, La Plata, Quito and

31
It is normally understood that selling public ofﬁces in Spanish America led to a crisis in
the government as it affected the capability of the Monarchy to effectively provide justice in
the colonies. Historiography normally understands this process as pertaining to the crisis of the
Monarchy; nevertheless, it has to be agreed that in order to sell the posts in the colonies there must
have been a local elite with rents that could be invested in buying ofﬁces. For a good review of many
of the ethical, moral and practical aspects of the practice (Ponce Leiva and Andújar Castillo 2016).
32
See an example of the integration of the local elite of Guanajuato within the municipality in
Caño Ortigosa (2011).
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Santiago) in 110,000 pesos for the year 161433. The sale prices well reﬂected
the economic importance of each municipality. There were fewer municipalities in Peru (56) than in New Spain (68), but the Cabildos in the Southern
viceroyalty were both large and rich: the average size of the municipalities in
Peru was of 12 ofﬁces and the average price for a position was 3,862 pesos;
whereas in New Spain the average Cabildo had only seven positions and a
settler had to pay an average of 2,252 pesos34. Finally, Central America, the
Caribbean and Santa Fe concentrated a large number of municipalities (99)
with an average of 12 positions each, but a local resident needed just an
average of 868 pesos to buy an ofﬁce.
The Ayuntamientos of Potosí, La Plata (Chuquisaca), Lima, Quito,
Bogotá, Santo Domingo, Guatemala and Mexico had been founded during
the early phases of the conquest and were the oldest and more prestigious in
the Americas35. Local elites sought to buy positions within those institutions
as the cities were also the head of a district, the seat of an Audiencia, and —
in the case of two of them — the residence of a Viceroy. The prices of the
ofﬁces reﬂected this reality: the appointment of Alguacil Mayor de Potosí was
bought by Hernando Ortiz de Vargas for 152,000 pesos in 161136; a position
of Regidor entitled to vote within the Cabildo de Lima was valuated in almost
10,000 pesos; the posts in the municipality of Mexico could be sold for
467,000 pesos. Only the wealthiest local elite could pay such exorbitant sums
(Table 3).
But these prestigious positions in key municipalities were not the only
municipal ofﬁces sold. The myriad of villages and small cities that had been
established during the late 16th and early 17th centuries commenced to grow
in this period, and the Crown started to sell titles to these new municipalities.
Positions in these new Ayuntamientos were not as expensive as the traditional ones, but they reﬂect the economic power achieved by the provincial
elites: a Regidor in the municipality of Celaya — a population in the thriving
agricultural region that developed south of the mining centres of New Spain —
was sold for 800 pesos, whereas the Alguacil Mayor de Durango in north of that
viceroyalty was offered by the Oﬁciales Reales for 4,000 pesos; the whole
municipality of Leon was valuated in 2,370 pesos. As with the construction of
churches, these receipts can be understood as a proxy for the economic wealth
of the local elite of the American continent and the numbers presented here does
33

Biblioteca de Palacio Real (BPR), II [Manuscripts], 1278, f. 111 front.
Seeing the patterns of the municipality data that we have presented, it is reasonable to
question if wealth was more concentrated in Peru that in New Spain during the 17th century and if
that was one of the causes of the mild stagnation of Peru towards the end of the century and the
continuous growth of New Spain during the second half of that century and early 18th.
35
For a good review of the foundation of the municipality of Santo Domingo in the early stages
of the conquest, and the importance of the institution to inﬂuence in the government of the newly
founded colonies, see the introduction in Rodríguez Morel (1999, pp. 15-50).
36
Archivo General de Indias (AGI), Charcas, 418, L.3, f. 42b-58f.
34
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MAP 2
VALUE OF THE OFFICES SOLD IN THE MUNICIPALITIES OF HISPANIC
AMERICA (C.A. 1650)

Source: Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE), Raros, 3080; Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE),
Manuscritos, 3024.

not seem to indicate a difﬁcult state of affairs in Spanish America for these elites
(see Map 2 and Table 3).

7.

CONCLUSION

Thus, to answer the question of was there a generalised 17th century crisis
in Spanish America, the answer appears to be no. That does not mean that
there were no regional crises in production from time to time, or local harvest failures and epidemics or subsequent periods of famine37. But overall
37
Even Geoffrey Parker, although he thinks North America, the Caribbean and Brazil had a
17th century crisis, accepts that Spanish America escaped the crisis. Despite all the earthquakes,
el niño, epidemics and ﬂoods that he lists which afﬂicted Spanish America in the 17th century, he
accepts that the population grew, that political conﬂict was minimal and that contraband and
government laxity permitted the Spanish America economy to thrive and thus escape the so-called
«General Crisis» (Parker 2013, pp. 466-468).
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the production of silver from all the major mine regions of the Americas in
the 17th century was stable with no declining secular trend for total volume, a
factor supported by the steady arrival of silver to Europe in this same period.
It would also appear that all the trade data based on royal taxation indicates
a period of stability and even growth in the second half of the century. The
volume and trends of the income generated from the tribute tax exclusively
charged to adult Amerindian original community heads of household in this
century also suggests a period of stability and in some cases growth in
this same century for the Amerindian population. From this data available in
the royal treasury receipts it would appear that that the severe Amerindian
population decline of the 16th century had stopped by the beginning decades
of the 17th century in both the Andes and in New Spain, and from alternative
census materials we also know that the white, casta and African slave
population were increasing in this period. So it would appear that total
population was growing steadily at or above European rates of growth38. In
contrast to Spain itself, in the colonies urban populations grew steadily in
this century39. Along with that urban growth came a major era of massive
church construction in the South American colonies and even a very signiﬁcant sale of municipal ofﬁces to an increasingly wealthy local elite. Finally it
would appear that an ever greater share of rising royal receipts from
American taxation was being spent in America to defend the colonial empire
and sustain all the frontier and port fortiﬁcations which effectively guaranteed the stability of the colonial empire against all European attempts to
wrest control over American territory from Spain.
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By the beginning of the end of the 16th century there were some 150,000 Europeans in
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well, though precise ﬁgures are lacking. But all the know lists of baptisms and tribute show a steady
and solid growth through most of the century in almost all areas of Spanish America (Sánchez
Albornoz 1994, Ch. 4). The data on African arrivals comes from http://www.slavevoyages.org/
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de sus prelados y prebendas de las fundaciones de las Audiencias y Chancillerías Reales,
de sus ministros y salarios, de las ciudades, villas y lugares, sus armas y oﬁcios que en
ellas se proveen y los que son renunciables, de los conventos, monasterios y hospitales,
presidios, su costa y valor, de las Encomiendas de indios y los que las pueden
encomendar, con otras cosas necesarias para la inteligencia de los despachos.
Escribíale el año de [1659] Juan Díez de la Calle, secretario del Rey y oﬁcial mayor
de la Secretaría del Perú».
Biblioteca Nacional de España (BNE), Raros, 3080,«Memorial y noticias sacras y reales
del imperio de las indias occidentales, al muy católico, piadoso y poderoso Señor Rey de
las Españas, y Nuevo Mundo, D. Felipe IV, Nuestro Señor. En su Real y Supremo
Consejo de las Indias, Cámara y Junta de Guerra. En Manos de Juan Baptista Saenz
Navarrete, Caballero de la Orden Militar de Alcántara, de Su Consejo y su Secretario en
él, y en el de la Cámara y Junta. Conﬁrmador de los Privilegios Reales de Castilla.
Comprende lo eclesiástico, secular, político y militar, que por su Secretaría de la Nueva
España se provee: presidios, gente, costas, valor de las encomiendas de indios, y otras
cosas curiosas, necesarias y dignas de saberse. Escribíale por el año de 1646 Juan Díez
de la Calle, Oﬁcial Segundo de la misma secretaría».
Biblioteca de Palacio Real (BPR), II [Manuscripts], 1278, «Relación de las provincias que
tiene el gobierno del Perú, los oﬁcios que en él se proveen y la hacienda que allí tiene Su
Majestad, lo que se gasta de ella y le queda libre y otras cosas que se sustentan con la
Real Hacienda y tocan al gobierno superior y conservación del Reino, con el origen que
han tenido y el estado que al presente tienen; al Excelentísimo. Sr. Don Juan de
Mendoza y Luna, marqués de Montesclaros, virrey de las mismas provincias, Tierra
Firme y Chile. Por Francisco López de Caravantes, contador de cuentas de Su Majestad
del tribunal de Contaduría Mayor del mismo distrito. Año de 1614».
Archivo General de Indias (AGI), Gobierno, Audiencia de Charcas, 418, L.3, f. 42b-58f.,
«Real Provisión a Hernando Ortiz de Vargas del Título de alguacil mayor de la villa
imperial de Potosí, en lugar de don Pablo de Meneses -quien no cumplió con las ﬁanzas
y pagas que tenía obligación-, y por haber servido con 110.000 ducados de a 11 reales».
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GIRARD, A. (1932b): Le commerce français à Séville et Cadix au temps des Habsbourg;
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