
The use of Indian labour (I) 599

There was also discontent over the fact that the Indian men had to 
act as bearers o f provisions, munition, clothing and other things 
during the expedition (while in their culture that was w om en’s 
work) and that they were treated as inferiors.8 At that time, the 
Indians still regarded their relationship with the Spaniards as one 
between equals; Aracaré therefore believed that he had the right to 
term inate his cooperation. The adelantado Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, 
however, considered his act to be wholly improper. He believed 
that the cacique was encouraging his subjects to resist and fight the 
Spaniards and therefore ordered the execution of the cacique. This 
action shows that Núñez regarded the Indians as being wholly 
subject to Spanish authority, to which they had to submit. M artinez 
de Irala was ordered to carry out the sentence, but it was especially 
Núñez who made him self hated among the Indians through this 
action. The result was a general rebellion among the northern 
Guaranies, which had to be put down by M artínez de Irala.

The precariousness of the situation was shown again at the 
beginning o f 1543, when Asunción was destroyed by fire and large 
quantities o f food were lost. A shortage o f provisions arose and the 
Spaniards were again forced to ask the Indians for food. The 
northern Indians (Guarambarenses) had meanwhile found a new 
leader in Tabaré, a kinsman o f Aracaré, who developed in a short 
time into a mburuvichá  with great influence throughout the region. 
He and his subjects refused support, put out as they were by the 
punishm ent measures that had been taken. Núñez Cabeza de Vaca 
again found it necessary to order M artínez de Irala to take action 
against the Indians o f the Jejuy region. There were deaths on both 
sides, although more among the Indians. Some indigenous villages 
w ere also destroyed and fields set on fire. This broke the resistance. 
The Indians made peace from fear o f otherw ise being used as piezas  
de servicio in Asunción, like the Carios, but this obviously did not 
im prove relations. After their victory, the Spaniards made a greater 
effort to gain the support o f the Guaranies through friendship

8 Their return incidentally did not lead to the failure o f the expedition, because 
most o f the expedition members continued their journey. They tried to reach 
the Andes by another route, but had to return to Asunción after some time 
because o f lack o f provisions.
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instead o f subjection. As we described earlier, adelantado  Núñez 
Cabeza de Vaca fell out of favour after some time, was sent back to 
Spain as a prisoner and had to answer for his treatment o f Aracaré. 
The verdict was that his action had been unjust.9

The discontent increased further after 1543. This discontent was 
largely caused by the fact that the Spaniards were increasingly 
engaging in m aloquear or ranchear, i.e. the organising o f ranchea
d a s : m ore or less violent abductions o f Indian girls and women 
from  the Indian ranchos. The conquistadores subsequently appro
priated them as labour and as concubines. During these raids provi
sions and what little else the Indians possessed were often also 
seized. This booty made the entradas attractive to the soldiers. 
There were a great many of these razzias in the years 1542-47 after 
Alvar Ñunez had disappeared from the scene and the conquista
dores could more easily have their own way (despite the fact that it 
was explicitly forbidden in 1542 to enslave the Indians). The raids 
w ere carried out both among Indian groups who were hostile to the 
Spaniards and had acted rebelliously, and among groups who were, 
or had been, on good terms with them. The Indian villages in the 
region o f the M anduvirá, Tebicuary, Monday and Aeahay suffered 
particularly. As a result o f  the raids, some conquistadores came 
into the possession of several dozen women, although the majority 
acquired just a few. An important contributing factor was that, 
through the arrival o f adelantado Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and his 
retinue o f several hundred conquistadores, the need for women 
among the Spanish population had greatly increased, as indeed had 
the need for provisions. There may have been fewer problem s if 
there had been some reciprocity. That, at least, had been the 
Indians’ starting point. Even if they relinquished women or certain 
goods wholly voluntarily, they were not intended as pure gifts; the 
Indians expected something in return sooner or later and were not 
content with the role of ‘unpaid suppliers’. But, contrary to their 
expectations, they received almost nothing in return. The Carios

9 For the resistance in 1542-43, see, especially, Roulet 1989:12-23 and Roulet 
1992: 139-71. See further, Cardozo 1989:69; Necker 1990:35; Susnik 
1987:96.
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were even forced to ask the Agaces, their enemies, for women in 
order to be able to maintain their numbers. The rancheadas conti
nued, with varying intensity, until about 1555.10

The men who resisted the rancheadas were sometimes killed; a 
number o f others were carried off to be used as labour. The Indians 
who were captured during rancheadas were not always all retained. 
They were sometimes hired out or exchanged for goods that were 
needed, such as clothing or horses. That also happened after 1555. 
Father M artín González reported to the king in 1556 that he had 
seen free Indian women sold for horses, dogs and other things. The 
natives were sometimes therefore simply regarded as slaves and 
were, as such, also used as a commodity and means o f exchange. 
Gandía reported that even priests originally exchanged animals and 
goods for Indian women, which illustrates that they possessed 
commercial value in the Paraguay of the time. The customers were 
not only Spaniards, but also Portuguese traders from the São Paulo 
region, where Indians were in increasingly short supply, so that the 
traders began to come to the west in order to exchange clothing, 
iron objects, implements or other things in Spanish territory for 
slaves. Sometimes the Portuguese were supplied by the Indians 
themselves with the necessary piezas when they had enemies whom 
they had taken prisoner at their disposal or - tempted by the oppor
tunities for exchange - decided to sell one or more relations, since a 
human life had no great value to them. But o f at least equal, if not 
o f greater, importance was the supply from the Spanish side. 
According to Gandía, even Governor M artínez de Irala sold num 
bers o f Indians to the Portuguese, with whom he had relations and 
who were active as slave traders, on two occasions in 1553. In 
exchange, he received iron and iron tools. When the authorities 
found out about it, M artínez de Irala tried, but failed, to make other 
Spaniards responsible for these transactions. He was found guilty, 
but the facts reached Madrid only after his death. M artínez de Irala 
incidentally did not wholly invent his defence. Other Spaniards 
(including those in el Guairá) did indeed also sometimes sell Indians

10 Chaves 1976:65; Garavaglia 1983:266; Pastore 1997a:336; Roulet 1989:24-6; 
Susnik 1987:97.
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to the Paulistas in the 1550s and subsequently, if they saw the 
opportunity. They also exchanged them for goods. The slaves thus 
obtained were put to work in the São Paulo region or sold on to 
other parts of the Brazilian coastal zone.11

In view o f the rancheadas (with their associated effects, such as 
the emptying of the villages and a declining number of births) and 
in view o f other sources of annoyance (such as the large amount of 
work that the Indians had to perform), it was not surprising that 
fresh revolts eventually broke out in 1545-46. In 1545, M artínez de 
Irala succeeded in suppressing the revolt with the help o f about 
2,000 loyal Indians. In 1546, the Carios undertook a fresh attempt 
to bring about a bloodbath among the Spaniards and to drive them 
out once and for all. All the Guaranies from up to over 200 km (50 
leguas) from Asunción were involved, including Guaram barenses, 
Acahayenses and Tebicuaryenses. This was the first time that the 
rebels also made an appeal to the solidarity of other Guarani 
groups. They even asked the Agaces for support, which they 
obtained, because the Agaces had also come into conflict with the 
Spaniards several times and had duly suffered losses (including 
women). The native resistance, however, lacked a powerful, central 
leadership under a single commander, so that the struggle was 
insufficiently coordinated. The attacks were not properly planned; 
the Indians fought where the opportunity arose and sufficient 
guaranies (warriors) were present. The numerically inferior Spani
ards eventually proved superior in military terms. M oreover, they 
succeeded in securing the support of the Yapirus and Guatataes12, 
two groups o f Chaco Indians, who lived as fishermen between the 
Rio Pilcomayo and the Río Confuso and maintained friendly trading 
relations with the inhabitants of Asunción. They strengthened the 
force o f about 200 Spaniards with some 2,000 guerreros. They saw 
an opportunity through the granting o f help to avenge a wrong that 
had been done to them in the past. After a large-scale military 
campaign, the Spaniards eventually got their Guaranies back under

11 Chaves 1976:65; Durán 1972:17-8; Gandía 1932a:81-2; Gandía 1936:16-9; 
Pastore 1995:43; Rouillon Arróspide 1997:229; Schallenberger 1984:77.

12 also: Guatatáes.
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control. During the conflict, the Spaniards respected the custom of 
the two groups of Chaco Indians o f cutting off the heads of their 
conquered enemies and carrying them back to their territory as 
trophies. The two Indian groups were incidentally subsequently 
used several times by the Spaniards to combat other groups. In 
1556, the Yapirus and Guatataes had already abandoned their habi
tat on the west bank of the Paraguay and settled on the left bank, in 
the neighbourhood o f their European allies.13

W e may conclude that, from the beginning, relations between 
the Spaniards and the Guaranies were not as idyllic as has som e
times been suggested. The peaceful conquest is, in fact, largely a 
myth. Relations between the Spaniards and the natives very soon 
became highly precarious and far from harmonious, even in the 
neighbourhood of Asunción. Alongside love and friendship based 
on kinship, there was secret and open discontent. The Carios tried 
to withdraw from the obligations imposed on them and several 
times there was even active and serious resistance. The Indians had 
every reason for this. As a result of the many labour and produc
tion obligations towards the Spaniards and o f population decline, 
the Carios and other ‘friendly’ groups were scarcely able to conti
nue their normal existence. The additional burdens were simply too 
heavy, even though use could be made o f better farm implements. 
But resistance was not tolerated by the Spaniards. In fact, the 
recruitm ent o f the Carios and other Guarani groups became increas
ingly involuntary and servile from the 1540s. There was no longer 
an alliance that was felt hy both parties to be a natural one and 
based on reciprocity, instead, it was a collaboration imposed by one 
side. Relations were characterised by domination. The Guaranies 
lost part o f  their land, were sometimes compelled to supply food, 
had to surrender much of their freedom and pride and deliver up a 
large part o f their young women. The men were often absent, 
accompanying the Spaniards on their expeditions or perform ing 
other activities (such as land clearance). The absence o f the men, 
the withdrawal of many women from the Indian communities and 
the introduction o f various infectious diseases led after 1537 to a

13 Roulet 1992:160,181-4; Susnik 1987:87,97.
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sharp decline in the population, without the precise extent o f  it 
being known. Indian groups also fled to more remote areas. In the 
conquered areas, the great te ko ’a and the extensive tevii which had 
existed in the pre-colonial period disappeared. They were replaced 
by sm aller cohabitation units, at least in those areas where the 
Indians did not settle with their Spanish relations. The traditional 
modes o f existence and social organisation were increasingly 
disrupted by these developments. Only the caciques and their 
families could still retain the idea that they enjoyed a higher social 
status than the ordinary native, although not always. The ordinary 
Indian was regarded as inferior to a Spaniard. This made inter
racial m arriage one o f the few possibilities for ascending the social 
ladder.14

The encom ienda  system

The compulsory involvement of native labour was institutionalised 
from the mid-1550s. As in other parts o f the Spanish colonial 
em pire, this also happened in Paraguay through the introduction o f 
the encomienda  system (encomendar =  to entrust).

A brief general description of the system is desirable here, so 
that the specific characteristics o f the institution in Paraguay can be 
better demonstrated later in this chapter.

Encom iendas arose, because shortly after the discovery and 
conquest o f America, the Spanish Crown proceeded to allocate a 
number o f Indians to certain meritorious conquerors (conquistado
res beneméritos) by way of privilege. The authority to grant enco
miendas was originally delegated to the adelantados, but passed 
later to the governors. The latter were often given a free hand in 
practice, since the Consejo Real y  Supremo de las Indias quite often 
neglected to ratify their decisions. The governors were often expo
sed to pressure from the encomenderos or from people who wished 
to become such and sometimes acted in such a way as not to lose

14 Garavaglia 1983:267; Necker 1990:36; Roulet 1989:9; Velázquez 1982a:118;
Velázquez 1995 ( = 1965):230.
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the support o f this group and to avoid tensions or opposition among 
the Spaniards.15

The philosophy underlying the encomienda system was that the 
Indians were subjects o f the Spanish Crown and therefore liable to 
pay tax, but that the collection of that tax was not always so simple 
in practice and could therefore better be left in a number o f areas, 
by way o f royal favour (merced real), to a Spaniard (encomendero) 
who could spend the tribute thus obtained as he thought fit. The 
encomienda  was therefore, in fact, a kind of tax farming system, by 
which the Spanish Crown economised on the costs of direct tax 
collection by oficiales reales.

The encomendero, in his turn, owed a certain tax to the Real 
Hacienda and had to perform certain obligations. He had to settle 
permanently in the ciudad or villa situated in the neighbourhood of 
the Indians allocated to him (encomendados). He had to have a casa 
poblada  there. What was more important was that he had to per
form  defence duties for the province (which had the advantage for 
the Crown that it could economise on defence). To meet this 
defence obligation the encomendero had to be in the possession of 
sufficient firearms and horses, although he was not allowed to 
supply his Indians with firearm s.16 Another important obligation o f 
the encomendero was that he had to protect the rights, possessions 
and lives o f the Indians entrusted to him against natural and other 
threats and to ensure that they were instructed in the Christian faith. 
In other words, the encomienda system should not only yield 
advantages for the encomenderos and the Spanish Crown, but 
should also be o f advantage for the encomendados-, they should be 
protected against slavery and other abuses and receive spiritual 
care.

The law laid down emphatically that all Indians and, therefore, 
also the encomendados were free people (vasallos libres del rey) 
and not slaves. Attention was later several times drawn to this by 
higher authority, for example, in the Real Cédula of 30 July 1609

15 M ora M érida 1973:208.
16 Pastare 1997a:342-3; Thomás de Krüeger 1996:111.
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o f Philip III.17 The encomenderos were not landowners. They 
were only given authority over the indigenous population o f a 
particular area, and then only in the sphere of taxation. They were 
not allowed to administer justice over the Indians.

The rights o f an encomendero normally passed to his direct 
heirs. In other words, the privilege was granted for two lives, but 
there were also examples o f it being granted for three generations. 
Philip II, for example, gave adelantado Ortiz de Zárate permission 
to award encomiendas and authorised him to do so for three genera
tions o f heirs, if desired. According to Ots de Capdeguf, cited by 
González, the granting o f encomiendas for two lives in Spanish 
America was permitted under the Real Provisión of 25 March 1536. 
W hen the provision came into force, however, it was already the 
practice for the widow and the sons of the encomendero  to inherit 
the beneficios o f the encomienda. The encomienda  later became still 
more a hereditary right. Under a Real Cédula of 8 April 1629, it 
could be granted for three lives and, from 1704, even for a fourth 
life .18

W hen the term expired, the encomienda fell vacant, but that 
could also happen if a encomendero died without leaving legal heirs 
or if he surrendered his encomienda. In all these cases, the enco
mienda  fell to the Crown and could, if desired, be reallocated to 
other deserving Spaniards. Even after the conquista had long ended, 
encomiendas were still being granted, or could be granted, if 
desired. Not only Creoles, but also mestizoes enjoyed the status o f 
‘Spaniards’, at least in Paraguay, which meant that they could also 
acquire encomiendas. The Crown could also award encomiendas to 
the Church or to oficiales reales charged with public functions.19

It became customary in the Spanish empire at an early date for 
the Indians in some areas to be made to pay their taxes not in the 
form o f money or goods, but also - or even wholly - in the form of 
labour services.

17 Rouillon Arróspide 1997:229.
18 González 1984:28.
19 Pastare 1995:44.
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The obligation to give instruction in the faith and to care for the 
general wellbeing of the Indians was not taken too seriously. V ari
ous forms o f exploitation soon appeared in the system, especially 
when the Indians started to perform work. It was therefore laid 
down by the Spanish king in as early as 1549 that the Indians 
should in future pay their taxes only in money or kind and not in 
the form o f labour, even if the Indians offered it themselves. This 
decree led to a radical change in the encomienda system in Peru 
and Mexico. A Cédula Real of 24 November 1601 again drew 
attention to the fact that taxes were to be paid only in money or 
kind.

The law was only partly complied with. In practice, two forms 
o f taxation payment arose. In the more developed parts o f the 
Spanish empire, taxes were indeed paid increasingly in the form  of 
money or goods. The tribute here consisted mainly o f provisions. 
The encomenderos generally also preferred this; if the Indians did 
not supply food, they often complained. Sometimes an encomienda 
supplied so much food that part of it could be sold on the market. 
M inerals were not supplied in any quantity.

In the less developed, peripheral, parts o f the Spanish colonial 
empire, where the money economy was only slowly developing or 
hardly devloping at all, where the Indians were very poor or where 
com parable unfavourable conditions existed, it was im possible for 
the Indians to meet their tax obligations by means o f payment. In 
other words, they produced insufficient surpluses and also had 
insufficient trading possibilities to allow money or goods to be 
deducted, so that it remained customary for the natives to come and 
work for the encomendero for a certain time. In this way, there 
arose in these less developed areas of the Spanish em pire the 
encomienda de servicios personales or encomienda de repartim ien
to ,20 This second type of encomienda came into vogue in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries wherever the ‘legal’ encomienda 
was impossible on practical grounds. The labour supplied by the

20 So called because repartimientos were the distributions of natives which 
customarily took place among the conquistadores o f Spanish America immedi
ately after the conquests and before the introduction of the encomienda system 
(Nickson 1993:500).
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encomendados was used for a variety o f activities, but particularly 
in arable farming. The Spanish authorities permitted this form of 
encomienda, provided that not too many abuses occurred. They 
took into account the fact that the encomienda de servicios perso 
nales was relatively rare, that Indian labour was necessary for the 
economy, that the Indians themselves often preferred labour and 
that the system checked idleness among the Indians.

It will be clear that the encomienda system could be introduced 
thanks only to the superior power of the Spaniards. The institution 
existed for about two and half centuries altogether; for less in some 
areas, but rather longer in others. Attempts were already being 
made in 1542/3 in the Nuevas Leyes de Burgos by the central 
authority in Spain to limit or even abolish it completely, but without 
success. The Spanish Crown wished not only to give the Indians 
more and better protection, but was also afraid that an influential 
feudal class would develop in the colonies. The C row n’s policy 
meant in concrete terms that encomiendas that fell vacant would be 
granted out again to Spaniards for only a limited period, or that 
they permanently disappeared. In the latter instance, they were 
‘incorporated into the C row n’, which meant that, as free vassals of 
the king, the Indians paid their taxes (in money or kind) directly to 
the Real Hacienda. The system was abolished in 1718, but this 
abolition did not come everywhere immediately into effect. Special 
concessions were made and exceptions permitted, inter alia, in 
Paraguay.21

The introduction of the encomienda  system into Paraguay

Governor M artínez de Irala, under whose administration the enco
mienda  system had also been introduced in Paraguay, was not 
enthusiastic about institutionalising the use o f Indian labour, as 
elsew here in the colonial empire. He believed that formalisation

21 For the general characteristics o f the encomienda system, see especially, 
Konetzke 1965:173-95. See further: González 1984:28; Pastore 1972:12; 
Romero de Viola 1987:195; Spangenberg 1992:5-8; Ugarte Centurión 1983: 
47,49; Velazquez 1995 ( =  1995):222-5.
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was in conflict with the friendship ties and the family relationships 
which had arisen after the foundation o f Asunción and took the 
view that it would be possible, through these ties and relationships, 
to make use o f the support of the Indians in the future. He also 
considered the poverty of the Indians to be an objection. W hat Irala 
really had in mind was a harmonious blending o f the two worlds; 
the land, the women and the labour o f the Guaranies would be 
combined with the culture, knowledge and technique o f the Europe
ans. In order to preserve the peace among de conquistadores, 
M artínez de Irala did permit rancheadas for some time. Ultimately, 
however, he did introduce the encomienda system. As governor and 
captain-general directly appointed by the king, he possessed the 
formal authority to do so.22 He was also acting, however, in ac
cordance with the orders of the Spanish king from 1555. The king 
considered the creation of encomiendas to be desirable in Paraguay, 
too, because he hoped this would lead to a better treatm ent o f the 
Indians. W hat was certainly not unimportant, however, was the 
pressure from the Spanish pobladores, who realised that they could 
no longer dream about precious metals and could no longer regard 
Asunción as a temporary base of operations for the ‘Sierra de la 
Plata’. They had to try to build up a decent livelihood in Asunción 
and its environs. As a result, land and work had acquired a diffe
rent value for them. However, they did not care to cultivate the 
land them selves, but considered that this could be done by the 
Indians. In other words, land had no value unless there was also 
labour to cultivate it.

Pedro Dorantes (de Orantes), one of the oficiales o f the Real 
Hacienda, was ultimately the person who put pressure on G overnor 
M artínez de Irala to change his course. The introduction o f the 
encomienda  system took place officially on 14 March 1556, when 
the governor started grouping about 100,000 Indians, including

22 For the introduction and a number of characteristics o f the encomienda system 
in Paraguay, see: Chaves 1976:65-6; González 1984:20; Pastore 1972:19,21- 
3,74,76; Saeger 1981:60; Service 1954:39; Service 1966:223-8,230-1,237; 
Susnik 1982:92-3; Susnik 1995 ( =  1964):3; Susnik & Chase-Sardi 1995:59-63; 
Ugarte Centurión 1983:46-8; Velazquez 1981:39; Velázquez 1982a: 117,119- 
22; Velázquez 1995 ( =  1965):225. See also the notes below.
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some 20,000 warriors (hombres de guerra).23 They lived in the 
region that was bordered in the west by the Rio Paraguay, extended 
in the north to near the Rio Jejuy, extended 35-40 leguas to the east 
and to the later settlements of Lambaré and Guarnipitán (Villeta) on 
the south.24 The Indians who were included in the grouping for
med only a part of the regional native population. A good number 
o f Indians had already withdrawn into the eastern forests or were in 
the process o f doing so, some had emigrated to the territory o f the 
Chiriguanos in eastern Bolivia, or had withdrawn into the region 
south o f the Rio Tebicuary. In these areas they hoped to avoid the 
yoke o f the Spaniards and to be able to continue their traditional 
way o f life more or less undisturbed.25

For the Indians, the encomienda meant that they could no 
longer grant their services on a voluntary basis or on a basis of 
kinship and friendship. From  1556 they were simply obliged to 
perform  certain work and to take part in campaigns against hostile 
Indians etc. The Indians around Asunción did continue to call the 
encomendero tovayá (cuñado , brother-in-law) until the beginning of 
the seventeenth century, but it was not family ties, but the enco
mienda  which, in fact, formed the basis for many labour relations

23 A census o f the Indian population conducted by Martínez de Irala in the
region of about 50 leguas around Asunción in 1555 arrived at a total of
27,000 Indians fit for war out of a total population of about 100,000 souls. 
This number did not include the Indians of el Guaira and the Tape region, nor 
those living in the Chaco. The precise extent of the region which had been 
brought (formally) under control from Asuncion is not known. Susnik states 
that the census related to the region between the Rio Tebicuary and the Rio 
Manduvirá and perhaps also to that lying north o f the latter river towards the 
Rio Jejuy (Campos Doria 1985:16; Garavaglia 1983:157-8; Rivarola Paoli 
1993:94; Susnik 1982:92).

24 According to Chaves 1976:65-6. If we adopt his borders, this would mean that
the region in which encomiendas were granted was somewhat smaller than
that o f the census o f 1555 (See preceding note).

25 Some o f the Guaranies who had not yet been incorporated were nevertheless 
later absorbed into the colonial society. That was the case, for example, with 
the Guaranies living in the Paraná region. They resisted the Spaniards at first, 
but w ere later prepared - because of the danger from the Portuguese - to settle 
in the Jesuit missions. Certain groups of the Guarani family, such as the 
Guayaki, systematically avoided every contact with the Europeans (Benitez 
1985:189).
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from 1556. Service has pointed out that this incidentally did not 
mean that the performance o f services on the basis of concubinary, 
kinship and friendship relationships immediately completely disap
peared. These continued to exist, alongside the ‘official’ system, 
being most numerous in the vicinity of Asunción and less common 
in the peripheral areas.26

M artínez de Irala shared out the grouped Indians among 320 of 
the roughly 500 conquistadores then still present in the province. In 
com parison with other areas, such as Peru, the average number of 
Indians allocated was small - 62. Despite the fact that M artínez de 
Irala tried to favour a large number o f Spaniards, there was never
theless immediate discontent, because the governor also allowed 
him self to be led by his personal preferences and favoured particu
larly his political supporters. As a result, some o f the conquistado
res were allocated no Indians at all and some received considerably 
fewer than others, which led a number of them to complain.

In sharing out the Indians, M artínez de Irala tried to respect the 
existing friendship and family relationships as far as possible. He 
organised the encomiendas on the basis of the existing te ko ’a or 
tevy. In other words, the existing cacicazgos formed the starting 
point for the distribution. The caciques incidentally did not them 
selves perform  any work for the Spaniards, but had to implement 
the system by sending their subjects to the encomendero and ensu
ring that their subjects fulfilled their obligations. The eldest sons o f 
the caciques were also exempted from labour. The caciques and 
their families were therefore referred to as nobles, to distinguish 
them from  the encomendados. The cacique became a don de traje 
indio, portador de Ia vara de mando (a prom inent person, wearing 
Indian clothes and bearer of the staff of office).27

Compared with elsewhere in Spanish America, the encomienda 
system was introduced relatively late into Paraguay, i.e. not until 
twenty years after the foundation o f Asunción. One important 
explanation for this was the fact that the Spaniards were originally 
prim arily interested in the ‘Sierra de la Plata’ and regarded Asun-

26 Necker 1990:143; Service 1954:37; Service 1966:225.
27 Susnik 1987:98.
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ción only as an ‘intermediate station’. But other important reasons 
were that the isolated territory of Paraguay contained no special 
riches that could be exploited with the help o f indigenous labour 
and that m ore informal relationships, based on kinship and friend
ship, initially appeared to be sufficient to provide for the need for 
labour.

According to Service, in contrast to some other Spanish Am eri
can regions, the encomienda system was relatively easy to introduce 
into Paraguay. Unlike in Peru and Mexico, the Guaranies were not 
organised into larger political units and did not live together in 
large population centres. Nor did they have strong ties with a 
particular piece o f land, which would have complicated any propo
sed relocation. Another important factor was that informal relation
ships had developed between the Spaniards and the Guaranies 
around Asunción in the preceding twenty years. These relationships 
had brought about a certain habituation to the perform ance o f 
services for the Europeans. A further favourable factor was that the 
encomienda  system was introduced within an economic system that 
was still wholly oriented towards self-sufficiency and would largely 
remain so for a long time. That made the obligations much more 
acceptable to the Indians than if the system had been introduced to 
serve a highly commercially-oriented Spanish colonial economy, 
which yielded great riches for the élite.28 Mention should also be 
made o f the shortage of missionaries until the beginning of the 
seventeenth century and thus to the absence o f a critical voice from 
the clergy, o f the presence o f many mestizoes (who stood closer to 
the indigenous population) and the small size o f the encom iendas, 
which immediately created a more personal contact.

As among the Indians, the introduction o f the encomienda  
system also led to a dichotomy among the Spanish population: 
between those who did and those who did not acquire the status o f 
encom endero. For the privileged ones, the encomienda meant that 
they had the opportunity to make regular use o f Indian labour. It 
bestowed relatively great economic power on them and facilitated 
the permanent colonisation of the country. The encomienda became

28 Service 1966:227-8.
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an important status symbol and the province o f Paraguay became - 
more than before - a truly colonial society. Besides Spaniards 
(peninsulares), Creoles and mestizoes could also be eligible for an 
encomienda in Paraguay (where very little immigration occurred). 
In practice, however, the encomiendas were preferably allocated to 
‘pure’ Spaniards and Creoles. The mestizoes were discriminated 
against, as indeed they were for the filling of official posts.29

The Indian villages in the neighbourhood o f Asunción were the 
first to be subject to the encomienda regime. The same was the case 
with the cacicazgos of the Tobatines and Guaram barenses, with 
whom the Spaniards had had contacts from the beginning and who 
had consistently resisted the Spaniards. The system subsequently 
extended further, as the Spaniards brought a greater part o f  the 
province under control through military or othei action. They had 
previously made very few attempts to exploit the Indians living 
outside the Asuncion region; they had at most used them from time 
to time as assistants on expeditions. This changed after 1556, when 
formal labour relationships were also created farther away from 
Asunción. Encomiendas were created in the comarcas o f  Acahay 
and Quyquyó, for example, where encomendero Escobar, among 
others, was granted an encomienda in 1558. Rivarola Paoli com 
ments in this connection that the casas-pueblos there disintegrated 
and that some encomenderos began to combine villages or parcia 
lidades towards the end of the sixteenth century.30 With the sup
port o f friendly Indians from these two already subjected comarcas, 
the Spaniards also succeeded from the mid-sixteenth century in 
penetrating into the fairly densely populated territory o f the Tebicu- 
aryenses.31

The Itatines had already been ‘discovered’ by M artínez de Irala 
in 1553, but were probably not yet included in the distribution in 
1556, because o f the remoteness of their territory (more than 400 
km from Asunción); they consequently remained independent for 
somewhat longer. In 1564, Nufrio Chaves led several thousand

29 Pastore 1995:64.
30 Rivarola Paoli 1993:65.
31 Durán Estragó 1992b:49.
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Itatines to Santa Cruz, which he had founded in 1561, and where he 
tried to subject the Indians to the encomienda regime. The Indians 
did not accept this, they rose in revolt and even killed Nufrio Cha- 
ves.

The Spanish colonists o f  Ciudad Real, Villa Rica and Santiago 
de Jerez were also allocated Indians. The fact that better use could 
be made o f the local indigenous labour from such newly founded 
settlements was even an explicit incentive for the Spaniards to settle 
outside Asunción. In comparison with the environs o f Asunción, 
where the indigenous population had sharply declined through death 
and flight, there were larger numbers o f Indians who could be 
allocated near the new settlements. El Guairá, in particular, was 
considered very attractive as a possible encomienda region. In the 
minds o f the potential encomenderos the area formed an immense 
source o f native labour. According to Ruy Diaz de Guzmán, at the 
foundation o f Ontiveros/Ciudad Real (1554/6), the Spaniards 
encountered 40,000 indigenous hearths (fuegos) in el Guairá. Some 
of these comprised nuclear families of a married couple and chil
dren, but others probably comprised more extended households, so 
that it is assumed that the stated number o f fuegos  corresponded 
with a population of about 200,000 persons. The Indians there were 
allocated to 70 vecinos, who succeeded in keeping the Indians quiet 
for a number of years. The Indians treated the Spaniards with a 
certain respect and supplied them with wine, sugar, cotton clothing 
and wax. Their looms acquired a certain fame. López de Velasco 
(who w rote his Geografía of Spanish America in the period 1571- 
74) reported that Ciudad Real then had 80-100 vecinos and that 
these nearly all had Indians in encomienda, because there was a 
num erous indigenous population near the settlement. It was assumed 
by later authors that, altogether, probably only about 4,000 Indians 
came to work for the Spaniards. The founders o f Villa Rica also 
received Indians in encomienda. The Jesuit Ruiz de M ontoya 
reported a population of 130 hombres (men) for Villa Rica and 
stated that they made use of Indians from neighbouring villages. 
When Villa Rica had to be moved to safer and more favourable

32 N ecker 1990:72.
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locations, the inhabitants tried as far as possible to take their Indian 
workers with them and to house them in new villages nearby. There 
were incidentally no longer very many of them. According to Mora 
M érida, there were no more than 1,000 or possibly a few more 
baptised indios de servicio in the comarcas o f the towns o f Ciudad 
Real and Villa Rica at the beginning o f the seventeenth century. In 
peripheral areas like el Guairá, even less religious instruction was 
generally given than in and around the capital, and the rules about 
working times etc., designed to protect the Indians against abuse, 
were probably also not taken too seriously 33.

Encomiendas were also granted to the pobladores of the towns 
founded along the lower Paraná, on what later became Argentinean 
territory. When Corrientes was founded in 1588, for example, three 
Indian settlements in which the encomendados were established 
w ere created in the neighbourhood at the same time: Ohomá, Itati 
and Santa Lucia.34

The Indians who were converted by the Franciscans north of 
Asunción between 1580 and 1600 had by then already been alloca
ted in encomiendas. The mission work ensured that the indigenous 
settlements were consolidated and that the encomienda system could 
function more smoothly. That also applied to the Franciscan reduc
tions which were created near Asunción and those established with 
Paranáes farther to the southeast (San José de Caazapâ and Yuty). 
The two latter settlements were incidentally not immediately subjec
ted to encomienda obligations, because Father Bolaños managed (by 
Cédula Real o f 1607) to have the natives there exempted from  
tribute during the first ten years of their vida pacífica. They did not 
begin to perform  services for the Spaniards until 1618. The Jesuit 
fathers profited from this decision and even managed to obtain a 
further ten years o f exemption, but this was not permitted for the 
Franciscan reductions. Only Itapé (founded in 1682) formed an 
exception. At its foundation, the inhabitants were regarded as so 
poor that they were permanently exempted from personal service and

33 Díaz de Guzmán 1980:220; López de Velasco 1971:283; Meliá Lliteras 
1988:61-2,68; Mora Mérida 1973:28,31,40-1; Service 1954:50-1,68; Service 
1966:230; Susnik 1982:114-6.

34 Service 1954:51.
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Fig. 13.1. The encomienda villages in Paraguay in 1651, according 
to the census o f  Governor Andrés Garabito de León (Table 14.5).

tribute on condition that they offered help to travellers and goods 
transports wishing to cross the river.35

The encomienda  system was consolidated at the end o f the 
sixteenth/beginning o f the seventeenth century and started to expe
rience its ‘flow ering’. In about 1620 (i.e. shortly before the division 
o f Paraguay into two provinces), thanks to the successive extensions

35 Duran Estragó 1992b: 57.
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of the encomienda institution, there were Indian communities in all 
the regions controlled by the Spaniards who were subject to labour 
obligations: in the environs o f Asunción, in the west near Concep
ción del Bermejo, in the north (el Itatin), in the southeast (Yuty,
San José de Caazapá), in the east (around Villa Rica and Ciudad
Real) and in the south (near the la Plata towns). Only in the zone of 
the Jesuit missions was the greater part of the population exempted 
from personal services (see Chapter 15). According to Necker, the 
granting o f encomiendas resulted in the area controlled by the
Europeans being extended from 150 km to at least 250 km around
Asunción (excluding the west - the Chaco).36 In 1651, there was a 
total o f 16 encomienda villages (Fig. 13.1; Table 14.5). In the 
eighteenth century, the number of villages was smaller. Then there 
were only ten: Atyrá, Altos, Tobatí, Yaguarón, Itá, Guaram baré, 
Ypané, Caazapá, Yuty and the Jesuit mission of San Ignacio Guazú.

The extent o f the encomiendas varied and was even reduced at 
the beginning, because the - not very large - indigenous population 
sharply declined during the first hundred years. Many Indians died 
in an epidemic in 1558 or 1560 and another in 1605-06. At the 
beginning o f the seventeenth century, many encomiendas consisted 
o f fewer than ten tributarios. The Jesuits noted in about 1620 that 
there were many encomiendas with only six or seven Indians and 
even some with only two. Sometimes when encomiendas fell 
vacant, the authorities aggregated them, but the majority o f enco
miendas nevertheless remained small throughout the period. In 
Chapter 14, 1 shall return to the changing extent o f the encom ien
das.

Reactions to the introduction

The introduction o f the encomienda system was not accepted by the 
natives as self-evident in the years after 1556. On the contrary, they 
believed and continued to believe that they themselves should 
determ ine, partly on the basis o f friendship and kinship ties, whe-

36 Necker 1990:38.



618 Chapter 13

ther or not they would perform services for the Spanish population. 
They regarded the decision that was taken in 1556 as unnatural. 
They wished to live with the Spaniards on a basis of reciprocity, 
not on the basis o f unilaterally imposed obligations and the latter 
was, in practice, the reality of the encomienda system .37 The 
active resistance had subsided between 1546 and 1556, but it flared 
up again after the institution of the first encomiendas,38 The G ua
ranies had before then already seen little in the way o f services in 
return (there were at first even few efforts at evangelisation), but 
after 1556 they began to feel really exploited. Additional causes o f 
discontent among the Indians were that, from the 1570s, they were 
increasingly incommoded by the Spaniards’ livestock, while the 
encomenderos began increasingly to interfere with the location of 
their settlements.

The Indians tried after 1556 to withdraw from the obligations, 
started to make small, surprise attacks on the Spaniards (including 
travellers), rose en masse or ran away. Abortion and infanticide 
were sometimes also employed with the intention o f sparing their 
children a life as encomendados,. Necker made a complete as 
possible, but probably still incomplete, inventory o f the Guarani 
resistance for the period 1537-1660 and noted a high frequency of 
revolts, particularly after 1556.39 Calculated from the Semana 
Santa  of 1539, there was a total, up to and including 1660, o f no 
fewer than 18 major rebellions against the rancheadas, other abuses 
and the effects of the encomienda system. The resistance was 
usually led by spiritual leaders (Ñande Ru), who wished to return to 
the traditional Guarani culture of the time before the conquista-40

The second half o f the sixteenth century was a period of repeated 
revolt and struggle by the Guaranies and of constant fear of the 
vecinos in Asunción of further unrest. In 1559 and 1560, the Spaniards 
had to deal with a major rising by the Carios, led by the caciques 
Pablo and Nazario. The resistance spread as far as 100 leguas outside

37 Necker 1990:38,94.
38 Roulet 1992:163.
39 For this, see note 7 in this chapter.
40 Nickson 1993:157.
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Asunción. The Carios near Asunción remained loyal to the Spaniards. 
Governor Francisco Ortiz de Vergara found himself forced to put 
down the resistance with a force of 500 Spaniards, 3,000 Carios and 
400 hired-in Payaguáes. He inflicted a decisive defeat on the rebels 
near the Cerro de Acahay on 3 May 1560. The Payaguáes carried out 
a great slaughter among their traditional enemies. 3,000 soldiers of the 
rebel army, which consisted of 16,000 men, were killed, while on 
Spanish side only 4 Spaniards and 60 native auxiliaries were killed. 
The surviving Guaranies were pursued towards the Tebicuary, where 
many took refuge in the inaccessible lands and forests south of this 
river, where their descendants would be converted or reconverted by 
the Jesuits half a century later 41. In 1561-62, a revolt broke out in el 
Guaira. In 1568. there was again much resistance, as well as a mutiny 
among the Itatines, who had been compelled to serve as assistants to 
the expedition which reconnoitred the Chaco along the route to Santa 
Cruz. In 1569-70, Felipe de Cáceres organised a punishment expediti
on to the southeast and to el Guairá in order to restore order.42

Between 1577 and 1582 there were fresh manifestations of discon
tent, always of Christian Indians against the Spaniards and the enco
mienda system. There were also said to be manifestations of idolatry, 
but these reports must not be taken wholly seriously, because they 
were sometimes invented or exaggerated in order to justify the actions 
against the Indians to Madrid. For example, unrest broke out in 1577 
in the basin of the Jejuy and, in the following year, there was a 
general revolt of Guaranies in Paraguay accompanied - it was said - by 
manifestations of idolatry. In 1579, the Guarambarenses rose under 
Overa for the second time, causing the Spaniards to lose their control 
over the northern areas completely. Overá prophesied that the end of 
the Spanish yoke was in sight and urged the Indians to sing and dance 
with him instead of serving the encomenderos. The acting governor, 
Juan de Garay, had to put an end to the messianic movement with the 
help of 130 hackbutters. This was accomplished not without resistance 
from the Guarambarenses and, consequently, also not without blood
shed, although Overá managed to escape.43 There was fresh unrest in 
1582. Cacique Overá imagined that he was the son of God and again 
gave evidence of his concern at the decreasing freedom of his subjects, 
who were subject to encomienda obligations.44

41 Cardozo 1989:112-3; Velázquez 1981:36; Necker 1990:220.
42 Velázquez 1981:36.
43 Necker 1990:75.
44 Velázquez 1981:36; Velázquez 1995 (=  1965):233.
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The situation became critical at the end of the 1570s. The Itatines, 
Paranáes and Guarambarenses had almost wholly freed themselves 
from Spanish domination; the Tobatines of Yeruquisaba were on the 
point of doing the same. The Indians from the Asunción region and 
the Caraibá concealed themselves in inhospitable areas and in places 
inaccessible to the Spaniards. The Guaranies wanted to see the Spani
ards depart as quickly as possible, since it was they who were ulti
mately responsible for unbearable burdens being placed on them and 
for the great reduction in their numbers caused by diseases, pacifica
tion campaigns and other interventions. Nor was the prospect very 
rosy for the Spaniards, because their principal source of wealth - the 
native labour - threatened to dry up through the population decline, 
while the resistance to their actions had resulted in the constant erosion 
o f the area under their control, leaving them eventually with only 
Asunción and its environs. The tensions at that time were partly due to 
the fact that Ortiz de Zárate allowed encomiendas for three lives to be 
introduced. Military intervention proved not to be enough. Ultimately 
‘rescue’ came - at least for the Spaniards - in the form of the Francis
cans, or more specifically, the Fathers Luis Bolaños and Alonso de 
San Buenaventura, who succeeded in converting and pacifying the 
northern region, and also managed to strengthen Spanish authority in 
the vicinity of Asunción. As we have reported, several reductions 
were founded in the northern region in the period 1580-1600. Pueblos 
de indios were also founded closer to Asuncion and the situation 
calmed down. The fact that the Indians could be kept better under 
control in these villages and therefore were less inclined to flee had a 
twofold effect: they could be converted and pacified more quickly and 
be integrated more effectively as labour into the Spanish colonial 
system. The first effect incidentally assisted the second. All in all, 
there was greater cause for optimism.45.

There were further risings of Guaranies in Acahay, Tebicuary 
(now the district of Caapucu) and in el Ybytyruzil between 1589 and 
1592. Yet again the Guaranies came off worst.46

The risings in 1556, 1577/79 and 1598 were instigated by mes- 
siahs who predicted the early departure of the Spaniards, liberation 
from the Spanish yoke and a happier time for the Indians.47

The Indian resistance lasted until the end of the sixteenth century 
and had to be combated with missionary work as well as with military

45 Necker 1990:39; Velázquez 1981:36-7.
46 Velázquez 1981:36.
47 Necker 1983:16; Necker 1990:36.
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action. Only then could many pueblos de indios be formalised and the 
encomienda system have a better chance to develop. This incidentally 
happened partly because the old caciques and Indians, who had known 
pre-Spanish times, had by then largely disappeared.

Resistance did not wholly disappear in the seventeenth century, 
but it could be kept largely under control. It petered out, but neverthe
less sometimes re-emerged. Opposition was generally weak at that 
time, however, and enjoyed few successes. One rising the Spaniards 
had to contend with was that of cacique Paytara. It occurred in 1616 
and came somewhat unexpectedly, as the encomienda system had then 
already been in existence for sixty years, the necessary pueblos de 
indios had already been founded and Alfaro had already formulated his 
Ordenanzas in the hope of eliminating a number of abuses. The Gua
ranies who rose in 1616, wanted to free themselves from the institu
tions of oppression, destroy Spanish-Creole power and return to the 
system that had existed in the pre-Spanish period. They tried to 
eliminate everything that was reminiscent of the Spaniards. They killed 
cows, dogs and other domestic animals, they destroyed exotic crops 
and European farm implements. This rising was also suppressed. In 
1630, there was resistance among the Guaranies of the newly founded 
village of Nuestra Señora de la Concepción de Arecayá on the Jejuy. 
Peace was restored with the execution of a cacique. In about 1657, 
Guaranies from Yuty threatened the governor and visitador, Juan 
Blásquez de Valverde. For the first time since the death of Martinez 
de Irala, the Spaniards had the good sense not to resort immediately to 
arms; the governor tried to calm them with arguments.48

The last great rising of Christian Indians was that o f the inhabi
tants of the village of Arecayá. The rising stood somewhat apart in 
time from the previous risings, but was associated with the burdens of 
the encomienda system. It broke out under Governor Alonso Sar
miento de Sotomayor y Figueroa, a soldier o f the old school, who had 
been appointed in 1659. Immediately after taking office, he had 
ordered the building of the castle of San Ildefonso in the region of 
Tapuá, as a means of checking the invasions of Guaycurues from the 
Chaco. Indians from the pueblos de indios were summoned to contri
bute their share to the works and had to achieve so much that they 
became disgruntled and threatened to revolt. In 1660, the governor 
went on an inspection tour to the north and northeast and visited, inter 
alia, Arecayá, where he took a fresh count of the numbers liable to 
pay tribute and reminded the Indians of their duties as encomendados.

48 Velázquez 1981:37.
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The inhabitants had repeatedly shown themselves to be rather reluctant 
and rebellious in the past. When the governor returned there a short 
time later, on 28 October, the Indians unexpectedly rebelled. The 
instigator of the rising was the corregidor cacique Rodrigo Yaguari- 
guay, who summoned the Indians to resist with religious arguments. 
The immediate occasion for the rising is not wholly clear. It is assu
med that the Indians were afraid that the encomenderos who accompa
nied the governor would take away orphans and perhaps also other 
persons from the village to use as domestic labour. The governor and 
his escort of about 40 Spanish vecinos were attacked. Some people 
were killed and the survivors were forced to seek refuge in the 
church, where they were shut up for several days until help eventually 
arrived from a contingent of about 200 mission Indians from the 
neighbouring Jesuit reduction of Caaguazd, who were in possession of 
firearms. Indian groups from surrounding villages had also meanwhile 
joined the rising. The governor and his men were freed, after which 
the resistance that was still being offered elsewhere was put down and 
harsh punishment was meted out. The governor had thirteen caciques 
and prominent Indians (including cacique Rodrigo Yaguariguay) and 
one mulatto hanged without trial; over 200 Indians, including women 
and children, were declared serfs for the remainder o f their lives and 
transported to Asunción, where they were allocated as yanaconas to 
the soldiers and civilians who had accompanied Sarmiento. The village 
o f Arecayá ceased to exist. When the ramifications of the failed 
revolution were further exposed, a further ten persons were hanged 
and others punished.

Complaints about Sarmiento’s behaviour reached the Spanish 
Crown. The governor was deposed and an investigation was held into 
the correctness of the punishments meted out. It was established in 
1665 that the measures were unjust and the imposition of serfdom had 
to be rescinded. This opinion was confirmed by the Consejo Real y  
Supremo de las Indias in 1670. As we stated in Chapter 7, however, 
the changed situation made it no longer possible to rebuild Arecayá on 
its old site. In 1674, the few remaining former inhabitants were 
attached to San Lorenzo de los Altos. Incidentally, no measures were 
taken after the rising in Arecayá to make the encomienda system more 
bearable for the Indians.49

49 For the revolt in Arecayá, see the detailed study by Velázquez 1995 ( = 1965). 
See further, Cardozo 1967:408-9; Garavaglia 1983:345; Velázquez 1981:37,- 
42.
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After the events o f 1660, new massive resistance received insuffi
cient support. Pacification and evangelisation had then already 
advanced too far and the authorities and citizens only strengthened 
their position still further. The encomienda system with its mita and 
the pueblos de indios had become permanent elements of the colo
nial system .50

Roulet has emphasised that the resistance in the period 1539- 
1660 could have had far more effect if the Indians had really 
succeeded in creating a single front against the Spaniards. They 
could then have easily driven them out, but that did not happen. 
The various Guarani and non-Guarani groups had always been 
autonomous, had been characterised by a certain divisiveness or 
even by sharp differences and periodical discord. Because o f the 
selective nature o f the relationships which had been entered into 
with the Europeans, they became only further divided. They were 
unable to change this situation in the short term , even if they had 
wanted to. Consequently, there was no collective consciousness, no 
strong feeling of solidarity and no collective willingness to relin
quish the advantages attached to the relationships with the E uro
peans. M oreover, the indigenous population possessed no leaders 
who were able to exercise their authority over all the groups. The 
Spaniards succeeded in skilfully exploiting those divisions which 
existed in the pre-colonial period and subsequently further develo
ped. As a result, there were always larger or smaller groups of 
Indians who were prepared to support them .51

The disappearance of the open and armed resistance incidentally 
did not mean that all opposition had been permanently broken and 
that the Indians had become loyal and dutiful encomendados. 
‘Passive’ individual resistance continued throughout the colonial 
period. Attempts were made in various ways to evade the obliga
tions wholly or partly or to work off the dissatisfaction with them. 
The most radical way was flight (which frequently happened). Less 
radical were the many attempts to do less than was required, the 
perpetration o f petty thefts and misbehaviour. These forms of

50 Velázquez 1981:38.
51 Roulet 1992: especially 163-85.
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passive resistance earned the Indians a reputation for being slow, 
lazy, apathetic and stupid.52

A completely different problem - besides the threatened or 
actual resistance o f the Indians - was that the number o f mestizoes 
greatly increased in the second half of the sixteenth century. There 
were already about 4,000 o f them in 1580. They did not wish to be 
inferior to the Spaniards and also demanded encomiendas, but there 
were no longer any Indians available for them in the areas that had 
been brought under control. W here allocations had taken place, the 
mestizoes had been discriminated against; they had been allocated 
few if any Indians. As a result o f this situation, the mancebos de la 
tierra  formed a discontented, explosive population group who 
potentially threatened the continuation o f the colony as much as did 
the discontented Indians. However, the foundation of various new 
towns in el Guairá and the la Plata region created a safety valve, 
partly because the mestizoes could acquire honour and prestige as 
pobladores and partly because the Indians living near the new 
settlements could be allocated to them .53

The introduction o f the encomienda discussed above and the 
resistance that accompanied it has possibly given the impression that 
a uniform  system o f involuntary Indian labour was created in 
Paraguay, but the reality was more complex. Two kinds o f enco
m ienda, in fact, emerged: the yanaconato  and the encomienda 
mitaria. The institutions in the Inca empire served more or less as a 
model for these. The encomienda was in practice simply the Spa- 
nish-feudal-Christian interpretation of an old Inca institution.54

The two types o f encomienda are described briefly below. I 
shall first discuss the encomienda originaria, which means that I 
am, in fact, interrupting the foregoing account relating to the 
encomienda mitaria.

52 Durán Estragó 1992b: 101.
53 Necker 1983:18-9; Rivarola Paoli 1993:77; Susnik 1982:100-1.
54 Susnik 1984a:196; Velázquez 1981:49.
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The encomienda originaria

The yanaconato, which was also known as the encomienda origina
ria, was the institution under which Indians permanently performed 
personal services to a Spaniard (including Creoles and m esti
zoes).55 Not only Spanish citizens, but also secular priests and 
monastic orders possessed yanaconas,56 The monastery o f the 
M ercedarians, for example, obtained possession of yanaconas 
through the transfer of a number of Guaranies from Areguá.

The encomienda originaria was not created by decree, but 
developed spontaneously, became an accepted phenomenon and so 
gradually became institutionalised. The beginnings o f this type of 
encomienda  go back to the early years o f Spanish colonisation, 
when the Guaranies began to perform work for the Spaniards on the 
basis of m arriage, friendship and kinship relationships, sometimes 
tem porary, but often throughout the year. These Indians no longer 
lived in their villages o f origin {pueblos de origen), but with the 
Spaniards. They were therefore regarded as originarios o f the town 
or villa where the encomendero lived as vecino, which also ex
plains, according to Velázquez, the designation encomienda origina
ria .57 When Asunción developed increasingly into a permanent 
settlement, the ‘harem s’ of Indian women with their relations 
developed into a kind o f encomienda.

The Spaniards were obviously very keen to give this perform 
ance o f services a permanent character. They therefore regularly 
organised entradas (malocas, rancheadas) in Indian territory in 
order to remove women and other inhabitants from the Indian 
villages - forcibly or otherwise - to add them to their households as 
yanaconas. That happened, for example, in the area of el Guairá at 
the end o f the sixteenth and beginning o f the seventeenth century.

55 For the yanaconato, see Konetzke 1965:195-204; Pastore 1972:13,81-4; 
Saeger 1981:63-4; Service 1954:59-71; Service 1966:228-30;236-7; Susnik 
1987:99; Ugarte Centurion 1983:48; Velázquez 1995 ( =  1972):570; Velázquez 
1982a: 133-4,145-7.

56 The word yanacona  is derived from the Quechua word yanacuna, meaning 
serf (siervo) (inter alia Pastore 1972:13).

57 Chaves 1976:63; Velázquez 1981:49.
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As we have already seen above and will again see below, the ran
cheadas and comparable actions had such a disruptive effect on the 
Indian village communities that this practice led to resistance and 
was forbidden, but not everyone heeded the prohibition. An indica
tion o f the latter is the fact that Garabito de León was able to 
observe in 1651 that there were also indios monteses among the 
originarios 58

Yanaconas or originarios were also acquired through punish
ment measures. Indians who resisted conquest or behaved aggres
sively, or who revolted, for one reason or another, after initial 
subjection and were then taken prisoner during punishment expedi
tions, were generally shared out among a number o f Spaniards. 
That occurred particularly if no reduction could be created with 
them or if it was difficult to add them to an existing reduction. The 
Spaniards were allowed to use them as labour. Some o f these 
Indians were Guaranies (including Monteses), others were Guay- 
curiies and other indios de guerra. They also included women who 
had been taken hostage.

For example, the Payaguás, Orejones, Guazarapó, Chaneses and 
others who were taken prisoner on the expeditions which Núñez 
Cabeza de Vaca and Martínez de Irala organised to the north and in 
the Chaco in the early 1540s, were allocated to inhabitants o f Asun
ción.59 During the expedition which was organised against the rebel 
cacique Tabaré and about 8,000 Indians on the orders of Núñez, about 
3,000 women and children were said to have been taken prisoner and 
divided among the conquistadores as yanaconas, at least if Ruy Díaz 
de Guzman and Juan Francisco Aguirre are to be believed. But even if 
this figure is too high (which appears probable), a considerable num
ber o f Indians will nevertheless have been affected.60 In the following 
year, after the conclusion of Núñez’ expedition to the west, 95 Samo- 
cos, who had been taken prisoner during the expedition, were sold to 
the Spaniards as slaves. As we have said, a distribution also took place 
when action was taken against the rebellious Christian Guaranies from 
the village of Arecayá in 1660.

58 Garavaglia 1983:267.
59 Chaves 1976:64.
60 Garavaglia 1983:157.
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The malocas sometimes took place with the express permission of 
the Spanish Crown. After administrators and clergy had complained 
about the aggressive behaviour of the Mbayáes and Payaguáes in the 
area along the banks of the Paraguay, Philip III ordered a war against 
them in 1618. The militias were commanded by requerimiento (posted 
on the doors in Asunción) to prepare for action against both groups of 
natives. As many Indians as possible had to be killed and the others 
‘enslaved’. All the other natives who had been enslaved had to be 
freed, however. On the same occasion, the Spaniards in the provinces 
of Tucumán, Río de la Plata and Paraguay were forbidden to continue 
to participate in the slave trade. A fortunate circumstance was that the 
Indians concerned could not so easily be caught, so that the Spaniards 
acquired very little labour.61

Something similar happened half a century later. When Villa Rica 
and other settlements on the northern periphery were attacked by the 
bandeirantes in 1676 and help had to be given from Asunción, the 
soldiers were allowed to take Tupí Indians who had joined the bandei
rantes prisoner in order to use them as labour. But nothing materiali
sed, because again the relief action did not yield any prisoners.

In all instances where an action was successful, the Indians were 
shared among the Spanish households and so housed in a dispersed 
fashion. It will be clear that the relationship between yanacona and 
encomendero in these instances was a wholly involuntary one.

Service believes that some authors (such as Azara and Garay) have 
given an erroneous picture of the yanaconato  by assuming that 
yanaconas were mainly ex-prisoners o f war. They may have done 
this because the ’just w ar’ was regarded as a legal way o f acquiring 
Indians. According to Service, they underestimated the im portance 
o f polygyny. This formed the basis of the system. The majority of 
the yanaconas therefore did not originate from the Chaco (the 
natives there were far too ‘unmanageable’), but were members of 
the Guarani linguistic family. Many were wom en.62

Indians whose communities had disintegrated as a consequence 
o f punishm ent expeditions, population decline or other causes, were 
also made yanacona. A number o f Indians chose this status volunta

61 Ganson 1989:98-9; 120.
62 Service 1954:60-3. N.B. Service’s study is limited to the early colonial period 

(until c. 1620).
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rily, for example, if their own villages had been destroyed during 
punishm ent expeditions and they had lived for a time scattered in 
the forests, where they had been deprived of a regular village life. 
From  fear o f rancheadas and in the hope that they would be safer 
and better off, many of them decided to seek a place as arrimado  
on a Spaniard’s farm. Indians who had lost their chacras (which 
happened quite often near Asunción) did the same. Officially, 
Indians who had sought support and refuge from a Spaniard did not 
immediately acquire the status of yanacona, but in practice they 
often did, and it was not unusual for them to be recorded as such in 
one o f the governor’s periodical inspections. They did not request 
any wage from the Spaniards, nor did they receive one, but they 
worked on the basis o f receiving recompensa and parentesco  on the 
farm. An advantage o f this way o f life was that the Indians escaped 
the labour obligations which were imposed on the pueblos de indios 
through the mita and through mandamientos o f the governor.63

Some Indians acquired the status o f yanacona  because it was not 
they, but the Spaniards who were seeking safety. When some o f the 
inhabitants of Santiago de Jerez sought refuge in Asunción at the 
end o f 1632, they managed to keep a number o f Indians from the 
hands o f the bandeirantes and to take them with them. The enco
mendados were no longer able to live in their own village and lost 
their status as mitayos in their new home, becoming originarios 
from then on.64

Some yanaconas were obtained by the inhabitants o f Asunción 
(or other settlements) by purchase. These were often women and 
children whom Chaco Indians had taken prisoner in inter-tribal 
feuds. They sometimes added them to their own tribe, but also sold 
them .65 Such purchases bore all the characteristics o f slavery, but 
because it was forbidden to enslave Indians, the persons concerned 
were given the status o f serf.

Another strategy for acquiring one or more yanaconas was to 
try to prevent Indians who came to work for their master as mitayo

63 Durán 1972:21; Garavaglia 1983:268.
64 Gadelha 1980:241.
65 M aeder 1988b:299.
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for a certain time from returning to their villages and to detain them 
on the farm or in the household. In other words, some encomen
deros tried to change the status o f the encomendado. The Indians 
sometimes also tried to do that themselves. One o f the methods of 
preventing mitayos from returning to their homes was to marry 
them to an Indian woman who had the status of yanacona. In such 
a case, the encomendero also profited from the offspring produced 
by the couple. Besides outright compulsion, an argument used to 
retain the Indians was that they had tied or tried to flee as a mitayo  
and that staying in the house of the encomendero would prevent 
this. A change in status would also offer the opportunity to give the 
mitayos a better Christian education. It was probably as a result o f 
all these practices that Garabito de León was able to establish in 
1651/52 that 12 per cent o f the yanaconas who were registered in 
Asunción had not been born in the capital, but in one of the pueblos  
de indios.66

The Spanish Crown did not permit Indians to be made slaves 
and from 1542 this was explicitly forbidden. Officially, therefore, 
slavery did not exist. Yanaconas were ‘free’ people, although their 
treatment and lifelong lack o f freedom was often very close to 
slavery. They could not be sold, dismissed or loaned out but, in 
practice, they were often hired out to third parties (with and without 
their consent); the remuneration was pocketed by the encomende- 
dero .61 Although they were not slaves, the yanaconas were not 
free to go or to live where they wanted. Together with their fam i
lies, they were more or less the property of their master and could 
therefore best be described as ‘serfs’. The word yanacona, origina
ting from Quechua, incidentally also means precisely this; yanaco
nas were the lifelong serfs o f the Quechua élite (O rejones).68 
Originarios were inherited with the possessions o f the encomen
dero , but as soon as they had also served for the latter’s heir - ‘two 
lives’ - they were free.

66 Garavaglia 1983:269; Susnik 1982:123; Susnik 1995 ( =  1964):6.
67 Pasture 1995:46.
68 Susnik 1981:23-4.
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Both men and women could acquire the status o f yanacona  or 
originario. Little account was taken o f age; very many Indians 
became a yanacona  at an early age and remained one until their 
death. If the yanacona  had a family, all the members of the house
hold generally worked for the master.

The majority o f encomiendas originarias were small; they 
consisted of a few or o f about ten persons (see, inter alia, Tables 
14.3, 14.13 and 14.17). A high proportion o f the originarios 
consisted o f women, who were often also related to each other. The 
encomendero  was sometimes married to one o f them and one or 
m ore o f the others were often his concubines. The m ore yanaconas 
a Spaniard possessed, the greater his chance o f possessing a large 
number o f workers, because the yanaconas’ children also belonged 
to the encom endero’s ‘extended fam ily’. The yanaconas themselves 
incidentally often tried to thwart this strategy by marrying their 
children to Spaniards or free Indians, so that their master could no 
longer lay claim to their offspring.69

The work to be performed varied. Any kind o f work could, in 
fact, be required o f yanaconas, at the times when the encomendero 
needed it. Domestic service was the main kind o f work. Many 
yanaconas were employed in the encom endero’s household as 
servants or child minders; others spun and wove; others again 
(mainly the men) worked prim arily on the land and lived - often 
with their whole family - as permanent labour on their m aster’s 
farm . The agricultural work included work in the sugar cane fields 
and in the vineyards (for as long as these survived). The male 
yanaconas also worked on the estancias, where some even achieved 
the status o f foreman; there are examples of this from the Tebicuary 
region at the beginning o f the eighteenth century. Others again were 
sent to the yerbales to collect yerba; this happened in any event 
with yanaconas from Villa Rica. A small number o f originarios - 
about half a dozen per 1,000 men - practised a craft. The master 
generally profited the most from this, but these yanaconas did 
sometimes receive an extra remuneration in addition to their subsis

69 Duran 1972:20.
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tence.70 Some yanaconas also took part in punishment and con
quest expeditions or formed part - in the retinue o f their master - of 
the population which settled in or near new settlements or forts. In 
the latter case, they were often called upon to help provide the food 
supply. Yanaconas were also employed in the transport of yerba 
and other goods by cart or canoe, or were hired out for that pur
pose by their master. In view o f the activities which the Indians 
perform ed, they were referred to not only as yanaconas, but also as 
gente de servicio and indios de la casa, while also expresssions 
such as las piezas, or las chusmas were used.71

The Ordenanzas of Ramírez de Velasco, which came into force 
in 1597, laid down that a yanacona had to work for his m aster for 
four days and could work three days for himself. In the Ordenanzas 
o f Hernandarias (1603) these became five days and two days, 
respectively, probably because this was closer to reality. In practice 
(and subsequently), however, the originario often worked for the 
whole week in the m aster’s house, on his chacra or estancia  and 
could work on his or her own plot only on Sundays and on the 
special rest days and holidays, if he or she wished. That was in fact 
the norm, but the situation was sometimes worse (because work 
was also required on Sundays) and sometimes a little better. A 
favourable attendant circumstance was that there was a good num
ber o f holidays. The yanacona  was obviously expected to fulfil his 
or her religious obligations on Sundays.72

It will be clear that the yanaconas did not live in special Indian 
villages. They lived permanently in or near the house o f the enco
mendero  or on his land. They received no wage and were therefore 
a source o f cheap labour for the encomendero. The encomendero  
was consequently obliged to provide for their food and clothing. He 
had to instruct them in the faith, was expected to teach them a 
profession, where possible, and could not dismiss them by reason 
o f sickness, m isbehaviour, old age etc. The instructions which were 
formulated in 1597 and subsequently to regulate the relations

70 Garavaglia 1983:275,280-1.
71 Susnik 1995 ( =  1964):4.
72 Garavaglia 1983:273-4.
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between Spaniards and Indians, gave the Indians the right to a plot 
o f  land on which they could grow some crops for themselves and 
on which they could also live, if necessary. Although they were not 
the owners o f the land, the encomendero could not take it away 
from them. Susnik has emphasised that the Indians had to work for 
their master most of the time and had very little time to work on 
their own little plot. They were also by no means always motivated 
to do so; the women often preferred to use their rare free days to 
do some spinning or to engage in barter, and the men also som e
times saw more attractive alternatives.73 The obligation of the 
encomendero  to provide for the subsistence o f the yanacona  did not 
imply that the latter was also entitled to a share o f the income from 
the encomendero ’s farm or o f that o f  the tierra comunal.

It is difficult to judge to what extent the existence o f yanaconas 
was truly hard. Opinions vary from ‘heaven to hell’. The situation 
will have differed from case to case, depending on the flexibility o f 
the ‘boss’ . Some originarios, for example, received more often than 
others a little extra above what they needed for subsistence (e.g. 
some varas o f cotton cloth); and some originarios were allowed to 
work for others for a part of the year and to retain a part o f the 
wage, while the great majority were not allowed to do so. What 
also helped to determine the severity o f existence was how the 
encom endero’s wife treated the servant or servants. She was often 
harder and was, in any event, the person who saw to it that the 
women spun a certain quantity o f raw cotton each w eek.74 The 
complaisance o f the Indian and the absence or presence o f kinship 
ties naturally also helped to determine the working climate. As a 
visiting inspector (veedor) - see Chapter 14 - Francisco de Alfaro 
did not believe in 1611 that the originarios regarded themselves as 
victims, although he was an avowed opponent o f the encomienda 
system.

It is a fact, however, that the regulations governing work times 
and treatment were regularly ignored, while no great efforts were 
made to give religious instruction. Many yanaconas received a

73 Susnik 1987:99.
74 Garavaglia 1983:275-9.
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minimum quantity o f textiles, were also not well cared for in other 
respects and worked excessively long hours. The number of w or
king hours and working days was decided by the encomendero, 
often in an arbitrary manner. If a yanacona  had a family, all the 
members o f the household were expected to assist in the work. If 
som eone refused to perform work, or if there were other forms of 
disobedience, or if provisions were stolen, harsh punishments were 
inflicted with the palo, piedra y azotes (stave, stone and lash). 
Susnik remarks that yanaconas generally did not flee, but som e
times behaved rebelliously, tried to withdraw from their obligations 
(which earned them the stigma of laziness) and showed a criminal 
tendency in reaction to their poor treatm ent.75 Pastore states that, 
in practice, there was often passive resistance, especially by non
assimilated mestizoes, who could also become yanacona, and that 
the free Negroes and mulattoes were better off than the yanaconas, 
who were officially also free. The former could at least still choose 
their ‘m aster’ themselves. Durán Estragó states that were many 
disabled and blind people and fugitives among the 1,135 yanaconas 
and the few Negro slaves living in the area o f Campo Grande in 
1704, as well as a number of orphans.76 Governor Pinedo compa
red the yanaconas at the end of the eighteenth century to slaves, but 
was not wholly unprejudiced. However this may be, the yanaconas, 
together with the slaves, formed the underclass o f the population in 
the colonial period, certainly in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, although there were of course exceptions (such as the few 
who achieved the position o f capataz on a cattle ranch).

The encomienda originaria was such a familiar and established 
phenomenon in the colonial period, that the various kings, viceroys 
and governors did not in succeed in abolishing the ‘institution’, 
always assuming that they wished to. The official tolerance o f the 
institution was undoubtedly partly determined by the consideration 
that yanaconas had, in fact, been fully integrated into Spanish 
colonial society, albeit with a dependent status. Many at least 
spoke, or understood, Spanish and had adopted a Spanish way of

75 Susnik 1981:24; Susnik 1995 ( =  1964):5.
76 Durán Estragó 1997:18.
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life. In other words, the yanaconato  was highly conducive to the 
acculturation and integration of Indians into Spanish colonial socie
ty, a developm ent that was regarded as positive. Many yanaconas 
were, incidentally, also physically distinct from the population 
living in the Indian villages; they had a somewhat lighter skin 
colour. Biologically, they were often mestizoes or zambos (mixed 
Negro and Indian blood).

In Asunción, the originarios had their own parish, that of San 
Bias, which points both to social segregation and to integration into 
Spanish-Catholic colonial society. In around 1550, according to 
Chaves, there were about 1,000 yanaconas living Paraguay, but 
Susnik gives a figure o f about 10,000 for 1570, including men, 
women and children. In the eighteenth century this number fell to 
2 ,000.77

According to Susnik, the Guaranies from the pueblos de indios 
had a great contempt for the yanaconas, mainly because they were 
rootless people without the family ties characteristic o f people in the 
indigenous villages.

The encom ienda mitaya

The mita  - usually referred to as the encomienda m itaya , to distin
guish it from the encomienda originaria - was an institution that 
was exclusively intended to enable use to be made o f the labour o f 
healthy male Indians aged 15 to 50 years during a few months o f 
the year.78 W omen, children and elderly people were officially 
excluded.79 The Indians concerned were those who had submitted 
voluntarily (or rather: peacefully) to the Spanish regime or had

77 Chaves 1976:64; Nickson 1993:631; Susnik 1981:24; Susnik 1982:121; Susnik 
1987:99.

78 Mita — turno, vez - turn. For the encomienda mitaya, see: Konetzke 1965: 
195-204; Pastore 1972:74-81; Saeger 1981 especially 60-3; Service 1954:71 et 
seq.; Service 1966:226-7,231-2,236-7; Ugarte Centurión 1983:48-50; Veláz
quez 1995 (=  1965):222-9; Velázquez 1982a: 120-1,130-5.

79 The governors o r their deputies usually established during their periodic visits 
to the pueblos de indios who fell under the encomienda regime (Necker 
1990:146).
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surrendered after the war without having insulted the Christians or 
behaving violently towards them. In contrast to the yanaconas, 
these Indians could therefore continue to live in their villages.80 
The institution o f the encomienda mitaya  can be compared with the 
mita  obligation which existed in the Inca empire and was subse
quently also introduced by the Spaniards into Peru.81 The mitayos 
or m itarios were more numerous than the originarios. The enco
mienda mitaya  originated in 1556, when M artínez de Irala allocated 
Indians for the first time. Mitayos were allotted to an encomendero  
for the duration o f his life and that o f his heirs. As we have said, in 
exceptional cases, they were allotted for three lives. For example, 
Felipe de Cáceres allocated encomiendas for three generations in 
about 1570.

As we shall see, the money economy made its entry very late 
and hesitantly into Paraguay. Production in the province was 
limited for a long time and consisted almost wholly o f agricultural 
products; minerals were not exploited. The territo ry ’s isolation was 
great and, partly for that reason, there was little trade. The provin
ce’s export markets were limited. Even the ‘rich ’ in Paraguay were 
still largely self-sufficient. In fact, local self-sufficiency predom ina
ted and trade consisted largely o f barter {Naturalwirtschaft). This 
made Paraguay one of those peripheral regions o f the Spanish 
empire where the encomendados did not meet their obligations in 
the form o f payment in money or in kind (agricultural products or 
other indigenous commodities), but where the perform ance of 
personal services remained customary. This situation existed from 
1556 (when it was already forbidden in the Spanish empire to make 
encomendados perform  labour) until the end o f the colonial period. 
Incidentally, not only did the majority o f Indians produce insuffi
cient tradable surplus to enable them to pay their tribute in the form 
of money or goods, but the encomenderos also simply found it far 
m ore lucrative if the Indians came to perform  labour.82

80 Chaves 1976:64.
81 Susnik 1981:23-4. Like yanacona, the word mita is derived from the Que

chua.
82 Gadelha 1980:290; Service 1954:44.
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M itayos in Paraguay had to perform the work that they were 
ordered to do by the encomendero or his replacement. They there
fore did everything, ranging from helping with the wheat harvest to 
collecting yerba. The majority o f mitarios were used mainly to 
assist the Spaniards tem porarily on their farms, in the collection of 
yerba mate and in various other ‘agricultural’ activities, such as tree 
felling and hunting. Many actually did the same kind of work as in 
their home villages.83 The work in the sugar cane fields and in the 
yerbales  was heavy and often resulted in deaths and injuries, so that 
the Indians were loath to perform this kind o f work, even more 
when they ran the risk o f being threatened in the forests by M onte
ses. M itarios further served as carriers who transported goods to 
the m arket, acted as assistants to travellers and traders, or as 
rowers (remeros) and loaders {peones de embarcación) o f the ships 
sailing up and down the rivers, which was generally heavy work. In 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the mitayos played a parti
cularly im portant role in the collection o f yerba and its transport by 
land and water. In the eighteenth century, such tasks were increa
singly taken over by free wage labourers.

In the time when the Indians performed mita labour, their main
tenance should have been provided by the encomendero. If they 
served for more days than those for which they were obliged, they 
were entitled to receive a wage. Mitayos lived for the remainder of 
the time in their own settlements {pueblos de indios). These were 
originally native-style settlements, which may or may not have been 
relocated, and increasingly, from about 1580, official reductions. 
From  the beginning o f the seventeenth century, these had their own 
priest, who governed the village jointly with the corregidor and 
cabildo  and had to be maintained by all the encom enderos. Thus, 
during the greater part o f the year, mitayos formed part o f an 
Indian village community with their own land and other sources of 
livelihood; they left that community for only a part o f the year to 
work for an encomendero. A favourable effect of this situation was 
that the mitayos retained their cultural identity for longer than the 
yanaconas. The perform ance of labour nevertheless meant a more

83 Garavaglia 1983:297; Whigham 1995:164.
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intensive contact with Spanish society than when the tribute was 
paid in the form o f money or goods. This meant that the role which 
the encomienda mitaya played in the acculturation process was a 
different one from that in the areas where servicios personales were 
not performed.

The number o f months that the mitarios were obliged to work 
for the encomendero changed in the course o f time. It was original
ly for three, four or even six months, but in the Ordenanzas of 
Alfaro o f 1611, which were ratified by the king in amended form  in 
1618, the number was reduced to two. However, all the mitayos 
from one village were never allowed to be summoned at the same 
time, but only one-sixth o f their number in principle. The aim of 
this measure was to ensure that there were always sufficient men 
present in the village to keep the village economy running.84

Tributarios were all men between the ages o f 18 and 50 years, 
with the exception of the caciques, their eldest sons {primogénitos) 
and - once cabildos had been created - the cabildantes, at least for 
as long as they were in office. Sextons and other people who were 
indispensable to the village also enjoyed exemption.

The official regulations governing the employment o f labour 
were by no means all complied with in Paraguay. In practice, more 
labour was often supplied than the 60 days to which the tributarios 
were obliged from the beginning o f the seventeenth century. A ccor
ding to Garavaglia, the situación salvaje (4-6 months work) conti
nued in the regions o f el Guairá and Mbaracayu until 1632 and 
1676, respectively, i.e. until the time o f expulsion by the Portu
guese.85 The nature o f the activities in yerba collection meant that 
they were very difficult to combine in these areas with work peri
ods o f three or fewer months. The work often had to be performed 
in the time that the encomendado him self wished to sow and har
vest. As a way o f retaining the Indians longer, the excuse was 
sometimes used that they also had to be instructed in the Christian 
faith. As a precaution against flight, the mitayos were forbidden to 
own horses. If necessary, the encomendero maintained the work

84 Pastore 1997a:341; Whigham 1995:164.
85 Garavaglia 1983:292,296; Susnik 1982:96.
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discipline with 25 azotes reglamentarios (the legally stipulated m ax
imum number of lashes). This necessity was sometimes felt, 
because the Indians were often inclined to passive resistance. They 
worked slowly or tried to withdraw completely from an obliga
tion .86 Youths o f 13-17 years also sometimes performed mita  la
bour, particularly if they were physically strong, and fit persons 
over 50 were also put to work unless the governor had expressly 
ordered their retirement. Women were excluded from the encomien
da m itaya , but that did not mean that the encomenderos enjoyed no 
advantage from them whatsoever. It is known that they regularly 
spun cotton for the encomenderos (as they did for their own village) 
from which rough cloths were woven for the manufacture o f blan
kets and ponchos. It is also known that the mitarios often took their 
wives and children with them to the place o f work, where they also 
put in the necessary effort.87 There were also the wives and chil
dren o f mitayos who worked as servants in the encom enderos’ 
homes (and were kept concealed during official inspections). If the 
mitarios performed more labour than that for which they were 
contracted, they were not always paid a wage. They were generally 
badly provided for. The hiring or contracting out o f mitayos (e.g. 
to discharge a debt) was forbidden, but did occur in practice, 
certainly on the periphery (Villa Rica and Mbaracayti). In other 
words, the law was frequently broken.

The caciques and their eldest sons, who were officially exemp
ted from mita  labour, sometimes performed the same work in a 
number o f encomiendas as that which was required from their 
‘subjects’ . They were in any event brought in, even in small enco
miendas, to ensure that their ‘subjects’ fulfilled their labour obliga
tions (unless someone else was responsible for the task). All this 
implies that the caciques did, in fact, perform an important role.

As we noted earlier (see Chapter 10), in order to ensure that the
encomienda system and the villages where mitarios lived functioned
properly, these indigenous settlements were provided in stages with

86 Durán 1972:22.
87 Susnik 1982:96-7; Whigham 1995:164.
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special officials. In the early years, the Indian villages which fell 
under the encom ienda  regime had no other administrators than their 
own caciques. Martínez de Irala ordained in 1556 that the Indians had 
to obey their caciques, but made no mention of other authorities.

The encom enderos did try from that time to gain as much control 
as possible over the villages. From the 1570s, the majority appointed a 
local representative (c a p a ta z , p o b lero  or m ayordom o), who stayed 
permanently in the p u eb lo  de  ind ios. The p o b lero  ensured that the 
men’s labour obligations towards the encom endero  were complied 
with, supervised the women’s spinning and controlled more generally 
the Indians' life, labour and production. The p o b lero  was responsible 
for the functioning of the communal village economy.

Hernandarias still referred at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century to encom enderos, p o b lero s  and correg idores ( caciques who 
had to ensure that the Indians performed their religious obligations), 
but the situation began to change soon afterwards.88 Alfaro (see 
Chapter 14) laid down that the p o b lero s  should disappear, because 
they had no legal status whatsoever. He decreed that each village 
should have a cabildo  and this measure was implemented. The corre
g id o res  remained and acted as the head of the cabildo . Another funda
mental change was that the villages were placed permanently under the 
control of curas doctr ineros  who, in addition to their spiritual task, 
were also responsible - with the cabildo , correg idor and caciques - for 
the material well-being of the village and the compliance with the 
external labour obligations. The cabildo  generally had little power, 
because the priest and the corregidor, as the number one and number 
two, really pulled the strings. The correg idor himself was subject in 
turn to the authority of the village priest or the administrator.

From about 1740, the administrators of the villages were no 
longer all priests; laymen were then also appointed as such and 
specially charged with the material care of the village; the cura  then 
exercised only his spiritual task.

The Indians who lived in a particular village by no means all fell 
under the same encomendero. As we have said, most encomiendas 
were small and, consequently, there were generally several enco
menderos in each village. Besides a business relationship with the 
Indians o f their encomienda, many encomenderos also had other

88 Susnik 1965:161
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ties, because the women whom they possessed as wife or concubine 
often came from the villages where their Indian workers also lived.

Saeger has given a description of the procedures for acquiring 
an encomienda  in the eighteenth century. These procedures did not 
essentially differ from those in the preceding period:

"When one or several encomiendas became vacant, owing to the death 
o f the possessor(s) in second life, because of the renunciation o f a 
mitaria in favor of an originaria, or for some other reasons, the gover
nor would formally announce the vacancy in public edicts. He would 
fix a time, usually from 40-70 days, during which worthy citizens (los 
benem érito s) could become candidates (o p osito res). The alcaldes of 
Asunción, or Villa Rica, or Curuguaty would then hear their petitions. 
These would include a list of their merits and services, including 
testimony that they came from good families, had married well, and 
had served the crown in useful military and political capacities. 
Occasionally parents successfully applied in the name of their minor 
sons or daughters, assumed the obligations and reaped the rewards 
until the child came o f age.

After choosing the applicant he considered most deserving, the 
governor summoned the successful candidate and informed him or his 
obligations. He must maintain a house (casa p o b la d a ) in Asuncion (or 
Villa Rica or Curuguaty) and possess the arms and horses necessary to 
contribute significantly to the defense of the province. He was requi
red to treat his charges well, instruct them in the mysteries of the 
Holy Catholic Faith, defend them when they were involved in criminal 
or civil litigation, and care for them when they were ill. Further, the 
new encomendero had to pay two taxes, the m edia  a n a ta  and the año  
d e  dem ora  for all tr ib u ta rio s , able-bodied males 18-49, except for 
caciques principales and their primogénitos and fugitives, on whom the 
taxes must be paid when they returned. In addition the encomendero 
paid the media anata for each male who reached 18.89 These taxes 
were rendered in yerba or tobacco.

Next, the formal act of investiture took place, usually in Asun
ción. In the presence of the governor, the new encomendero swore his 
fidelity to the king and his compliance with the obligations of the feud 
(feudo). Also present was an Indian of the encomienda, customarily a 
cacique for mitarias, who would remove his hat or poncho and kneel

The media anata amounted to 8 pesos and 2 reales for each mitayo in the 
eighteenth century (Susnik 1990-91:39).
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to symbolize the obligations that the encomendados owed their master. 
The governor then awarded the new vecino feudatario his encomienda 
for two lifetimes, his own and that of his legitimate successor. The 
procedure varied little for those acquiring an encomienda in second 
life. When a widow inherited the encomienda of her late husband, the 
first life was not continued, and the encomienda was awarded for a 
second life. Apparently few of these formalities were observed when 
the governor made a temporary award (en depósito), and the media 
anata was omitted".90

The foregoing shows what were the obligations o f the encomende
ro. In the first place, they had to provide religious instruction, or 
rather, to maintain the priests appointed for the purpose.

In the eighteenth century the encomenderos paid the priests 1 peso  per 
annum for each Indian, generally in the form of tobacco and yerba. 
The stipends which the priests received were consequently dependent 
on the efforts they made to encourage the Indians to work for the 
encomendero. Their remuneration was generally scanty. Moreover, 
some Spaniards neglected to meet their obligations towards the clergy, 
so that the curas often had to appropriate a part o f the village produc
tion in order to make things meet, or were forced, for example, to 
engage women to spin and weave for them.91

M oreover, the encomendero  had to contribute at his own expense - 
a su costa y  mi(n)sión - his share in the defence of the province 
against the attacks of the Portuguese and hostile Indian groups. 
Encom enderos who were unable or no longer able to do so (because 
o f age, sickness or the fact that they were female) could have their 
place taken by an escudero or personero  at their own expense; in 
such a case, however, he or she usually sent one o f their sons. The 
defence obligation meant that encomenderos had to possess the 
means to finance weapons, horses and provisions. And because 
there was a permanent danger o f attacks, there was, in fact, a 
permanent defence obligation. It might be necessary to come into

90 Saeger 1981:64-6.
91 Velázquez 1981:48.
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action at any moment. Colonial Paraguay did not have a professio
nal army. It is not surprising, therefore, that the encomenderos 
complained constantly about the level o f the defence burdens. These 
burdens were in fact heavier than the evangelisation o f the Indians 
entrusted to them, partly because they could make light o f this latter 
obligation by paying the village priests as little as possible or 
sometimes even nothing. It is therefore understandable that the 
encomenderos sometimes tried to evade their military obligations. 
They could do this, for example, by purchasing and accepting 
adm inistrative posts (cargos gubernamentales) in order to obtain 
exemption from defence duties.92

Velázquez has incidentally pointed out that the number o f  enco
menderos in Paraguay was insufficient to provide completely for 
defence. Already during the various Indian risings in the sixteenth 
century, for example, civilians who possessed no encomienda, but 
could handle weapons, had also to take their turn in m ilitary acti
ons. This situation continued throughout the colonial period. When 
action had to be taken against the bandeirantes in 1676, for exam
ple, the soldiers were vecinos sin feudo. The latter were nearly 
always more numerous than the encomenderos; as time passed and 
the number o f encomenderos decreased, the proportions became 
even m ore skewed. No more than the encomenderos, did the 
common soldiers receive pay or other remuneration, although the 
militiamen were sometimes supplied with provisions and muni
tion .93 Besides calling on ordinary Spaniards, the governors also 
called - if necessary - on the inhabitants of the pueblos de indios 
and the pueblos de misiones through mandamientos (see Chapter 
14). Yaguarón performed a special function for the capital in this 
connection: the defence of the province was there given priority 
over the m ita .9A

92 Benitez 1985:196; Pastore 1995:46; Velázquez 1966b:13.
93 Velázquez 1977:32-3,54,56.
94 Thomás de Krüeger 1978:37.
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The use of Indian labour (II)

The Ordenanzas and other measures to protect the Indians

The informal and formal integration o f the Indians into the produc
tion process led almost immediately to all kinds of abuses, so that 
the responsible adm inistrators soon found themselves forced to put 
a stop to these through the formulation of more or less detailed 
regulations (Ordenanzas) or the taking of other measures to protect 
the Indians. The policy o f concentrating the Indians in their own 
villages was by far the most important o f these other measures. The 
fact that Ordenanzas were promulgated several times and often 
dealt with the same matters indicates that the encomenderos were 
little inclined to comply with the law. In what follows, I shall 
briefly review the labour legislation which was introduced in the 
period up to 1618. This legislation concerns mainly the encomienda  
system; other rules applied to the mandamiento  system (which has 
yet to be discussed).

Núñez Cabeza de Vaca

The second adelantado, Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, tried in as 
early as 1542 to combat the general and systematic abuse of the 
Indians and to formulate the official policy towards the indigenous 
population through Estatutos, Órdenes y  Bandos sobre el Trato de 
los Indios, which were promulgated on 5 April o f that year. He 
prohibited the direct or indirect ‘buying up’ (rescate) o f Indian men 
and wom en, unless the adelantado and governor had given official 
consent to do so. The Spaniards were allowed to go to the houses
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of the Indians only with their explicit permission. The penalty for 
failure to comply with this regulation was one year’s banishment. 
The Indians who worked in Asunción or in the fields in the neigh
bourhood had the right to visit relatives in their place o f origin and 
the Spaniards were not allowed to hinder them. Núñez further 
forbade the Spaniards to give weapons to the natives. Friendly 
Indians were under no circumstances to be enslaved.1 The form er 
conquistadores were not pleased with the regulations and this was 
one o f the reasons why they forced Núñez to leave.

M artínez de Irala

On 14 May 1556, two months after he had introduced the enco
mienda  system. Governor Martínez de Irala found it desirable to 
prom ulgate detailed Ordenanzas sobre Repartimientos y  Encom ien
das, in which he partly followed already existing general directions 
in this area.2 The aim was to establish the rights and obligations o f 
both the encomenderos and the indios encomendados in the zone o f 
Asunción, between the rivers Paraguay and Paraná, in order to 
protect the Indians from the greed and severity o f the new enco
menderos. The Ordenanzas had to be publicised both in Asunción 
and in the Indian settlements, so that no-one could claim to be 
ignorant o f them. It may be assumed that they subsequently also 
applied to el Guairá.

M artínez de Irala decreed that the encomendero had to treat the 
Indians as his fellows, which meant treating them well. He was not 
to make them perform  work that was too heavy, he was to feed 
them, care for them when they were sick, instruct them in the 
Christian faith, and wean them from vices and bad habits. If  he 
failed to do this, the Indians could complain. The encomendero  was 
not allowed to transfer or give away the Indians which had been 
entrusted to him to others; he could lend them out only with their

1 Ministerio 1987:19; Mora Mérida 1973:142-5; Rivarola Paoli 1993:63-4.
2 For an extract from the Ordenanzas o f Governor Martínez de Irala, see: 

Benitez 1985:60-1. See further, Benitez 1985:53-4; Chaves 1976:66; Gonzalez 
Torres 1995:38; Pastore 1972:23-5,77; Service 1954:42-6,83; Service 1966: 
233.
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consent. If he did lend them out, the work had to be suitable 
(;trabajo honesto y  saludable) and the Indians also had to receive a 
payment for it. Their labour could not be used for production for 
commercial gain (e.g. for the clearing of fields that were subse
quently sold), but only for activities such as domestic work, the 
grow ing o f food, the tending of livestock, hunting, fishing and the 
construction or repair of houses. In other words, the Indians could 
be employed only to assist the Spaniards in their livelihood. Not 
m ore than a quarter o f the mitayos could be recruited at one time to 
work for the encomendero', only in special cases could it be a half. 
Irala’s ordinances said nothing about the maximum amount o f work 
which an Indian was allowed to perform .3 Nor did they refer to the 
fact that the tribute was not paid in the form o f money or kind, in 
conform ity with the Spanish legislation o f 1549. He did note in his 
Relación breve, however, that the Indians were only capable of 
perform ing personal services. Nor did M artínez de Irala refer to 
age limits and forbid the employment o f women. The caciques were 
exempted from the obligation to perform work, but did have to 
regulate the designation and replacement of the mitayos who had to 
perform  services for a Spaniard.

In order to protect the Indians better and not to weaken the 
defence o f Asunción and the physical coherence o f the European 
population group, M artínez de Irala further decreed that the Spani
ards should not settle in the Indian settlements, but could visit 
them, if necessary, with the permission o f the governor. The 
encomenderos who visited the villages needed to be supplied with 
food by their encomendados for only two or three days. They could 
not ask for meals with chicken and pork (which were luxuries in 
those days), but they could accept them if they were offered, 
provided that they paid for them. Anyone who was forced to stay in 
an Indian village for longer than usual (e.g. because o f bad w ea
ther) also had to pay the costs o f the stay.

M artínez de Irala also decreed that Spaniards must take two or 
three boys from their encomienda under the age o f ten years into 
their homes in order to instruct them in the Spanish way o f life and

3 Garavaglia 1983:290.
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the Christian faith. These boys had to return to their village at the 
age o f twelve or thirteen in order to pass on to their relations the 
knowledge they had acquired.

The wives, daughters, sisters and other relations o f the mitayos 
perform ing services for encomenderos had to be sent back to the 
villages. If a mitayo  died, his widow, children and other dependants 
had to be allowed to live in the village; the Spaniards were not 
permitted to take them into their homes. The Spaniards also had to 
leave the Indians in the possession of their farmland and hunting 
and fishing grounds, in other words, o f their homes and the land 
belonging to them.

M artínez de Irala further decreed that the widow and her chil
dren could not return to the village of her relations after the death 
o f her husband, as was customary. The encomenderos naturally did 
not wish to lose Indians through this ‘old tradition’. Contrary to 
what was usual in ‘primitive society’, this provision, in fact, made 
the widow the heir o f the household.

Besides the obligation to perform work, the Indians had other 
obligations which were also regulated by the governor. They had to 
obey their caciques and mayorales. Yanaconas were expected to 
live in the houses o f the encomenderos and the other Indians perm a
nently in their own (=  those already existing at that time) villages. 
The Indians were forbidden to leave their solares or to move away 
from the villages. They could leave their villages only in the 
company of their cacique. They could not allow Indians from 
elsewhere to live in their village and could enter into direct trading 
and contract relationships only with their own encomendero  and 
could perform  services only for him. Nor could they give away 
their daughters, wives, sisters and other female relations to the 
Spaniards or otherw ise play into their hands. This was in order to 
avoid discord and passions. At the same time, the encomendero  was 
forbidden to ask for women or to remove them from the villages 
with his own hand. The Indians were further obliged to provide tra 
vellers with porters and guides as far as the next village and could 
be ordered by the authorities to improve the roads and river cros
sings. Any risings among the Guaranies had to be suppressed 
jointly by the encomenderos and encomendados.
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M artínez de Irala foresaw that the beneméritos would ignore 
many o f his detailed regulations, and so he also decreed that the 
villages which fell under the encomienda regime must be visited 
once a year by honest and conscientious inspectors (visitadores) 
with sufficient authority to ensure that the law was being complied 
with. If there were complaints from the Guaranies, these had to be 
investigated seriously. The inspectors had to be accompanied by a 
secretary and an interpreter, they were obliged to take serious note 
o f injustice done to the Indians through mistreatment or punish
ment, and were allowed to impose the fines provided for in the 
O rdenanzas.

M artínez de Irala died in the same year as that in which he 
prom ulgated his ordinances, which contributed to them being 
largely forgotten. It was therefore necessary to order once again in 
a Real Orden o f 13 February 1558 that the indigenous women 
should be returned to their villages o f origin so that the settlements 
could develop norm ally.4

Ramírez de Velasco

New directives were issued at the end of the sixteenth century. The 
mestizo population had grown rapidly since the middle of the 
century, an increasing need had arisen for food and textiles, cattle 
ranching had developed and there was also already a greater de
mand for yerba. All this had greatly increased the need for labour. 
The indigenous labour had therefore to be utilised as efficiently as 
possible, but care was to be taken to ensure that it was not exploi
ted. The latter was no misplaced concern, because Indians were 
being increasingly removed from their villages to be put to work in 
yerba collection, transport and many other activities. It was also 
customary at that time for the encomenderos to lend mitayos to each 
other.5 Altogether, there was sufficient reason to update and tighten 
up the regulations. The revised regulations were issued by G over
nor Juan Ramírez de Velasco, who was guided by various Cédulas

4 Gutiérrez 1983:9.
5 Susnik 1987:99.
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Reales dealing with Indian labour, as well as by the existing Orde
nanzas.6 However, according to Chaves, his most important source 
o f inspiration was the labour legislation of Viceroy Francisco de 
Toledo o f 1575. Velasco’s Ordenanzas constituted an important 
foundation for the legislation that was to follow later.

The governor noted at the end o f the sixteenth century that most 
o f the Indians o f the province preferred to inhabit lands which were 
easily inundated in order to be as isolated as possible from  the 
Europeans and thus freed from all kinds of obligations. They had 
been forced to disperse. The Indians and non-assimilated mestizoes 
who had not managed to escape from the obligations of the enco
mienda  system lived mainly in the vicinity of Asunción, in the 
partidos o f the Spaniards, on lands which had been occupied by the 
Europeans and on the communal lands of the parishes. Ramirez 
further noted that the labour of the Indians was misused. They had 
to work on the chacras and estancias and in the houses o f  the 
Spaniards on every day of the week (including Sundays and holi
days) -  i.e. for longer than was permitted. Many had already died 
as a consequence o f the arduous work. The work in the wheat and 
maize mills, which were driven by human power, was particularly 
heavy and had already taken its toll o f victims, leaving many 
widows and orphans. Many Indians had also fared badly as porters. 
Few younger men and women were to be found in the newly 
created reductions at the end of the sixteenth century; they lived in 
the Spaniards’ houses and on their farms. Many villages had decay
ed as a consequence of the heavy burdens o f the encomienda 
system. The lack o f missionaries also had adverse consequences. 
T here was great poverty and the long absence o f the men had 
adverse effects on Christian married and family life. There was 
little respect for the Indians and this resulted in their being general
ly badly treated, if not mistreated. The situation was often close to 
slavery, because the Indians had to work hard and were very poor, 
as shown by the fact that they went about almost naked.

6 For the Ordenanzas o f Ramírez de Velasco, see: Benitez, 1985:83; Cardozo 
1989:194-6; Chaves 1969-70:107-11; Chaves 1976:67-70; Pastore 1972:30-3, 
77; Rivarola Paoli 1993:74-5; Service 1954:86; Service 1966:230,234; Velaz
quez 1981:39-40; Velázquez 1982a:122.
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Ramírez de Velasco therefore promulgated new and detailed 
Ordenanzas on 1 January 1597, 48 in all. Some o f the provisions 
regulated the return o f the Indians to their villages, as well as their 
landownership, and these are discussed in Chapter 17; others were 
related mainly to working and living conditions and are discussed 
here. The most important provisions are summarised below. Each 
o f them  illustrates on which fronts there was skewed growth:
- The encomenderos were to take their task o f instructing the 
Indians in the Christian faith seriously. They had therefore to build 
churches and to bear the costs o f construction and maintenance. 
Each encomendero also had to have in his house or on his proper
ties two indigenous boys and two indigenous girls who were fam i
liar with the Christian faith (and could act as interpreters), so that 
they could pass it on to the originarios who were brought together 
each evening for the evening prayer.
- The encomenderos had to treat the Indians well, provide them 
with food and clothing if they came to work for them, protect them, 
not let them do excessively heavy work, and care for them when 
they were sick. They were not allowed to punish them themselves. 
Corporal punishment (such as flogging) was forbidden.
- The Indians could no longer be used as porters, since there was 
no shortage o f horses and carts. Only in swampy areas was it still 
perm itted to use porters, but if they were used, they had to be paid. 
Nor could the Spaniards use the Indians to drive grain mills. All 
mills which were driven by human power had to be replaced by 
mills driven by animals, water or wind power within six months.
- Indians between the ages of 15 and 50 years were obliged to 
perform  personal services for their master. They could not work for 
him for more than four days, namely, on Mondays, Tuesdays, 
W ednesdays and Thursdays. On Fridays and Saturdays they had to 
be able to work for themselves (e.g. on their plots) and on Sundays 
and holidays they had to be free to perform their religious obliga
tions. Caciques and their wives and children were exempted from 
perform ing services.
- A team (tanda) o f Indians needed to be sent only once every six 
months to the encomendero from the villages which were situated 
m ore than 40 leguas from the workplace. The Indians who origina
ted from  villages situated more than 20, but less than 40 leguas
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from the workplace, had to he replaced every four months, while 
the caciques whose villages were situated within a radius o f 20 
leguas from Asunción were expected to send a new team every two 
months.
- Not more than a quarter of all male Indians aged from 15 to 50 
years could he recruited for mita  activities at any one time, except 
for special situations, such as the period of the grain harvest. Even 
on such occasions, however, no more than a half could be recruited 
at one time.
- The leaders o f the Indian villages had to group the mitayos and 
accompany them to the place where they were to work for their 
master.
- If mitayos died during their work, leaving widows and under-age 
orphans, the encomenderos had to maintain them, at least if they 
did not return to their village.
- The Indians had to continue to live in their villages and could 
leave the province only with the governor’s permission; they could 
not be removed from their villages; married women were not 
allowed to leave the villages. Boys and girls could be taken from  
their village to perform domestic work only with the perm ission o f 
the governor.
- The encom enderos’ wives were not allowed to enter the Indian 
villages, because otherw ise there was a danger that they would 
burden the Indian women with too much spinning; nor, in fact, 
could mancebos enter the villages. The custom of giving the women 
from the pueblos de indios spinning work was so widespread at the 
end o f the sixteenth century that Ramírez de Velasco could not 
forbid this practice without causing problems. He could only try to 
keep the situation within limits by decreeing that the Indian women 
should receive no more than 4 onzas of cotton each Monday and 
have four days to spin this quantity.

The caciques and their wives and children were exempted from 
m ita  obligations. The children were to receive a separate religious 
education.
- The Indians were free to practise trade. They had to be able to 
sell their goods at the best price. Trade on credit was not permitted. 
Traders who wished to buy partridge feathers [plumas martinetas) 
in the Indian villages, could do so only with the governor’s permis-
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sion; paym ent had to be made in lienzo  or sayal, so that the Indians 
could use the income to dress better.
- Ramírez de Velasco also formulated rules for religious festivals 
and for the manner in which the defence against the attacks of 
hostile Indian groups was to be organised; the encomenderos were 
obviously expected to make their contribution to that defence. They 
had to have available at least three saddled horses at any time in 
order to meet their defence obligations.
- The Ordenanzas lastly also decreed that the encomenderos could 
no longer refer to mis indios, because this suggested that the Indi
ans were their property, but they were to speak o f los indios de mi 
encomienda.

Ramírez de Velasco died soon after he had promulgated his 
ordinances, which was one o f the reasons why these regulations 
also largely remained a dead letter.

H ernandarias

Hernando Arias de Saavedra (Hernandarias), the first Creole adm i
nistrator o f the province, issued further detailed regulations. As we 
have earlier stated, Hernandarias was someone who was com passio
nate towards the Indians. During his governorship, that he held four 
times in the period 1592-1621, he constantly strove to restrict the 
power o f the encomenderos and to protect the Indians better. He 
was on good term s with the bishop and deliberately and actively 
supported the missionary activity of the Franciscans. He was also 
the one who, together with the bishop, urged the Spanish Crown to 
allow the Jesuits to come to Paraguay, ft was, in fact, largely due 
to H ernandarias that the two orders were able to carry out such 
extensive missionary activity and to found reductions in which the 
living conditions of the Indians could be im proved.7 Hernandarias 
prom ulgated a new series o f ordinances on 12 December 1598, in 
which he acknowledged all the ordinances o f his predecessors. They 
were ignored - as usual - and were therefore reissued on 29 No
vem ber 1603, after being further extended. The regulations were

7 Durán Estragó 1992b:56; Velázquez 1981:40.
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formulated both in Spanish and Guarani and publicised both in 
Asunción and Santa Fe. The extension was related to the fact that 
the first diocesan synod of the Río de la Plata was held in October 
1603. This synod had resulted in a number o f instructions which 
aimed both to reduce the influence o f the encomenderos and the 
pobleros  in the Indian villages and to regulate the work o f the 
clergy in the reducciones and pueblos de guaraníes ,8 One o f the 
standpoints o f the synod was that the encomenderos should not 
make the Indians work on Sundays, because this made Sabbath 
observance impossible. Encomenderos who abused the Indians 
entrusted to them for work purposes were to be refused absolu
tion.9

Hernandarias noted, like his predecessor, that there was great 
confusion, that the encomenderos neglected their obligations to give 
instruction in the faith and that the treatment o f the Indians left 
much to be desired. Many families had been broken up, because 
women and children had been removed from the villages and the 
men had fled or lived elsewhere. The physical condition of many 
Indians was poor and thousands had even perished as a consequence 
o f excessively long and heavy work, especially in yerba gathering, 
which was expanding at that time, and in the associated transport 
activities. The conditions were not far from slavery. Hernandarias 
was therefore bluntly opposed to the Indians being employed in 
yerba gathering and, for this reason, forbade even the collection 
and consumption o f yerba, incidentally without lasting effect. Some 
G uarani women had abortions or killed their babies in order to 
prevent them suffering the same fate as their parents. Because of 
this situation, Governor Hernandarias considered it essential that the 
reciprocal rights and obligations should once more be clearly 
defined and subsequently also honoured.10 His instructions com pri
sed a total o f 31 articles. Those which relate mainly to landowner- 
ship are discussed in Chapter 17. The other provisions related

8 González Torres 1995:40-1.
9 Durán Estragó 1992b:57.
10 For the Ordenanzas o f Hernandarias, see: Benitez 1985:86-8; Cardozo 1989: 

215-6; Chaves 1969-70:111-5; Pastore 1972:33-9; Rivarola Paoli 1993:75-7.
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mainly to labour relations and living conditions. The principal ones 
were the following. They illustrate once again on which fronts there 
were still abuses.
- The Indians were to settle on assigned and appropriate locations in 
their own villages, where they would have the use o f agricultural 
land, w ater resources, forest and everything else needed for their 
subsistence. The encomenderos had to provide for this within six 
months; if not, they would lose their privileges.
- The Indians o f an encomienda could not simply be moved from 
one place to another, nor could the encomenderos remove the 
Indians from their villages/homes.
- The encomenderos were no longer allowed to take women from 
their encomienda  as concubines.
- The villages had to be provided with a church by the encomende
ros. There had to be a priest present paid by them, who could give 
instruction in the Christian faith, so that the obligation to educate 
the Indians as Christians was actually performed. The Indians who 
lived in the households of the Spaniards also had to receive instruc
tion.
- Everyone had to be free on Saturdays and on Sundays and holi
days, so that they could attend mass.
- The children o f caciques had to receive a special training as 
‘pastor’s assistant’.
- The encomenderos had to treat the yanaconas and mitayos well - 
like members of their own family. This meant specifically that they 
must feed and clothe them and help them when they were ill and 
not m istreat them. They also had to arrange their funeral and have 
masses read for the deceased. There were fines for failure to do 
this.
- The Spaniards could use the services o f the Indians only with due 
restraint, could not let them perform excessively hard work and 
under no circumstances could they any longer use them for the 
collection o f yerba mate.
- Boys beneath the age of 15 and girls beneath the age o f 13, as 
well as people over 60, were to be exempted from all work; nor did 
caciques and married women need to perform  work for the enco
mendero. The women did, however, have to teach their husbands
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how to prepare meals. The other Indians o f both sexes, however, 
were obliged to perform  servicio personal.
- M itayos did not have to come to perform work for m ore than one, 
two or three months per turno (this was less than before), depen
ding upon the distance between the workplace and the village in 
which they lived (12, 12-30 or more than 30 leguas, respectively). 
Those who lived nearby were, in other words, more quickly and 
m ore often discharged than those who lived far away.
- Not more than one third (this is more than before!) of the mitayos 
aged from 15-50 years could be set to work at any one time. In 
special situations, such as at the time of the grain or grape harvest, 
a maximum of one half applied, although only on a one-off basis. 
This meant that if crops were grown that were harvested tw ice a 
year, the rule could be departed from only once. M arried women 
were exempted from work, except if they accompanied their hus
bands, in which case, they were discharged from the obligation to 
spin.
- An encomendero was not permitted to transfer his encomendados 
to someone else; nor could he hire or lend them out, except for
healthy and honourable work and if the Indians were paid for it.
- Nor could an encomendero take his yanaconas and mitayos with 
him if he wished to settle in another province. Nor could the
Indians leave the province o f their own volition.
- The men and women of an encomienda had to be free in the 
choice o f their m arriage partner. If the wife belonged to a different 
encomienda  from the husband, the couple passed over to the enco
mienda  o f the husband.
- The Indians needed to provide for the maintenance o f the enco
menderos and other Europeans who visited their villages for only 
two or three days; if they stayed longer, the Indians had to receive 
a rem uneration for such maintenance.
- The encomendero was expected to be able to defend the province 
against attacks, revolts and violence by the Indians. The Guaranies 
entrusted to him were obliged to offer assistance in this and had to 
receive cooperation in turn from the encomendero.
- The principales and mayorales had to act as intermediaries; they 
were required to ensure that the rules were properly enforced.
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- Visitadores had to ascertain once every two years whether all the 
regulations were being complied with.

Once again, this series o f measures had little effect. In 1618, 
towards the end o f his third term as governor, Hernandarias was 
still complaining about the fact that many Indians had been removed 
from their village and district - including those in the southern 
(Argentinean) areas - and that he had already been trying for 20 
years to put an end to such abuses, e.g. by sending Indians back to 
their homes from time to tim e.11

Alfaro

Hernandarias had every reason to be pessimistic in the years around 
1618, because a great many remedies had been tried in the period 
1610-18, but with little effect. In about 1610, Hernandarias, like 
the Jesuits who had recently become active in Paraguay, had com 
plained about the continuing excesses in the encomienda system 
(such as the employment o f Indians in yerba collection). Many 
previous regulations by governors and viceroys had evidently had 
little effect. He had therefore requested the Crown to send a comisi
onado real to reform  the operation of the encomienda system and 
so prevent further abuses as far as possible.12 The result o f this re
quest was that the president of the audiencia o f Charcas, Francisco 
de Alfaro, was sent on an inspection tour to the colony. In 1610 
and 1611, Alfaro travelled as oidor (auditor) o f the audiencia o f 
Charcas through nearly the whole of the la Plata region in order to 
acquaint him self personally with the situation in the name o f the 
king and to take note o f the treatment o f the Indians and their 
complaints. He observed many abuses and held the encomenderos 
responsible for the misery suffered by the Indians.

On 11 October 1611, Alfaro issued new and very radical Orde
nanzas, totalling 85 altogether and dealing with a wide variety of 
m atters, but all o f them intended to combat the abuses o f the system

11 Mora Mérida 1971:71-2.
12 Rouillon Arróspide 1997:45.
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and ensure greater justice for the Indians.13 These measures built 
on the provisions which had already been formulated by Ramírez de 
Velasco and Hernandarias.

One o f A lfaro’s most important policy recommendations was 
that all the encomiendas de servicios personales which had been 
instituted, or might yet be instituted, should be declared void 
(nulas) and should disappear. The Indians (both yanaconas and 
mitarios) had therefore to be discharged from their obligation to 
perform  personal services. They were not ‘slaves’, but vasallos 
libres del rey like all Spaniards, and therefore free people. They 
could therefore not be obliged to perform labour for the Spaniards 
and their descendants. They might do so only on a voluntary basis, 
but then they should also receive a wage for it and be free to work 
for any Spaniard they chose. Indians who performed wage labour 
had also to receive food, medical assistance in sickness and instruc
tion in the faith, in addition to a wage. They could not be paid in 
wine, chicha (alcoholic beverage made from maize), miel (sugar 
syrup, from which caña could be prepared) or yerba. The Indians 
could enter into labour obligations for a maximum duration o f only 
one year. Alfaro also laid down a minimum wage for the Indians. 
According to A lfaro’s Ordenanzas, the Spaniards could in no event 
compel the Indians to work in the yerbales-, they could only do so 
wholly o f their own free will. Alfaro took the view, however, that 
they should under no circumstances collect yerba in the summer 
period from December to March, because that was when the work 
was particularly heavy and a large number o f workers ran the risk 
o f becoming seriously ill.14

Alfaro was not against the levying of tribute, but did oppose a 
payment in the form o f personal services. This was, in fact, not at

13 The most detailed study of Alfaro and his Ordenanzas, which also includes 
many documents, is that by Gandía (1939). Many other authors have also 
discussed and commented upon Alfaro’s ordinances in greater or lesser detail. 
See, inter alia: Benitez 1985:89-90; Cardozo 1989:228-9; Cardozo 1991:172- 
4; Chaves 1969-70:115-20; Chaves n.d.:82-3; Garavaglia 1983:294-5; Pastore 
1972:40-4,57; Rivarola Paoli: 1993:80-4; Service 1954:25-6,64,67; Service 
1966:229-30,232; Spangenberg 1992:8; Susnik 1982:126-31; Susnik 1984a: 
202-3; Susnik 1987:101-3; Velázquez 1981:41; Velazquez 1982a:127-30.

14 González 1948:159.
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all revolutionary, because the Crown had already explicitly instruc
ted in various Cédulas Reales in the preceding period (such as that 
o f 30 November 1568 to the audiencia de Lima and that o f 14 Nov
ember 1601 to viceroy Luis de Velasco) that personal service 
should be abolished, but the instructions had not everywhere been 
put into effect, because the administrators were afraid o f the reac
tion o f the encomenderos,15 Alfaro had no time for this, however, 
and insisted that the Indians should simply pay tax to the encomen
dero  or the Crown, at least the men aged under 50. The minimum 
age was increased from 15 to 18 years and women were expressly 
exempted. Alfaro did agree that the Indians could make their 
payment (5 pesos  each o f 6 reales per annum) in kind - with 
moneda de la tierra - because very little metal money was yet 
circulating in Paraguay. Half had to be paid around Christmas and 
the other half around St. John’s Day (24 June). In conformity with 
the royal decree o f 1607, Indians who had not yet been converted 
to Christianity and those just concentrated in reductions would be 
exempted from paying tax for the first ten years.

Alfaro also forbade division o f the existing encomiendas. Scatte
red encomiendas (encomiendas dispersas) were to be recombined 
and the number limited to 80 in Asunción and the towns o f el 
Guairá, 30 in Santa Fe and Concepción del Bermejo and 12 in 
Corrientes and Buenos Aires, although he was willing to accept 
small departures from this.

Alfaro attached much importance to reducciones or pueblos de 
indios, because o f the protection which they offered and the con
trolling and civilising function which they could perform . He 
therefore -  once more - explicitly decreed that the Indians must live 
in their own villages. The Indians could no longer be removed from 
their villages and these villages could not simply be relocated. The 
yanaconas were to settle in special neighbourhoods within two 
years, on their own plot o f land, near the homes o f their form er 
encomenderos, to whom they could hire themselves out in future as 
wage labourers. He also decreed once more that no Spaniards, 
Negroes, mulattoes or mestizoes should go to live in the pueblos de

15 Rouillon Arróspide 1997:44.
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indios. In the past this rule had also often been ignored. Only a 
Spanish priest was allowed to live there. Nor, accordingly, could 
the encomenderos have a house in the villages where their encomen
dados lived; they could at most spend a night there. Their wives 
and sons were not to enter under any circumstances; the form er 
because they had the habit of burdening the Indian women with too 
much spinning, the latter because they might take too much interest 
in the Indian girls. Alfaro wished the pobleros to be abolished; they 
had no legal status and all too often misbehaved themselves. On the 
other hand, he wished to maintain the caciques and wanted there to 
be regidores and alcaldes in the Indian villages. This meant, in 
practice, the introduction of cabildos.

Alfaro was disappointed with the religious instruction given up 
to that time. The Indians sometimes remained throughout the year 
on their m aster’s rancho and could not go to church, and the 
situation in the pueblos de indios also left much to be desired. He 
therefore decreed that there should be a church in each native 
village and that religious instruction was to be taken seriously.

He further emphatically laid down - and this was evidently 
necessary - that no malocas were to be organised, that slavery had 
already long been forbidden and that Indians could therefore not be 
sold. It was also again forbidden to make Indians serve as bearers.

The governor o f the time, Diego Marín de Negrón (1609-15), 
was well-disposed towards the Indians and supported A lfaro’s 
policy. On his suggestion, the king appointed the form er governor 
Hernandarias as protector general de naturales, which meant that 
the latter had to oversee compliance with A lfaro’s ordinances in 
order to ensure that the natives were not again abused and hum ili
ated in the future.

A lfaro’s Ordenanzas came into force with effect from Hernanda
rias’ third period o f administration (1615-21). They were officially 
sanctioned by the Spanish Crown by Cédula Real on 10 October 
1618, although various, not unimportant, amendments were made to 
them then. They were included in the Recopilación de Leyes in 
1680 and remained in force until 1803, in which year the encomien
da system finally and completely disappeared. A lfaro’s Ordenanzas 
therefore formed for almost two centuries the official legal fram e
work within which Spanish-indigenous relations in Paraguay were
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intended to take shape. All the governors were expected to ensure 
that they were complied with.

But what were the reactions to, and the concrete practical effects 
of, A lfaro’s regulations? The various parties reacted differently. 
Hundreds o f Indians assumed that A lfaro’s ordinances meant that 
they w ere free; they left their encomenderos and returned to their 
villages (reductions) and sometimes also to the forests. The Guay- 
cunies drove the Jesuits out of their territory on the grounds o f the 
O rdenanzas.

Many Spanish Americans were threatened from one day to the 
next with the loss o f their most important source o f cheap, almost 
free, labour at a time when labour was very scarce. It is under
standable therefore that A lfaro’s radical provisions immediately led 
to a flood o f protest. The encomenderos simply felt that their 
interests had been harmed and did not believe that they would be 
able to obtain sufficient labour in the future through the system o f 
voluntary wage labour, or that it would still be possible to defend 
the province properly after the reforms. Many feared that they 
would have to cultivate their lands wholly themselves and also 
would have to do many other things themselves in the future. The 
cabildo  protested against the decrees, because its members feared 
that the shortage o f labour would lead to depopulation o f the pro
vince. Even the Jesuits, who had hitherto strongly defended the 
interests o f the Indians, had to admit that A lfaro’s drastic measures 
might dislocate the whole colonial economy. Like the Creoles, the 
M ercedarians were totally opposed. They argued that the work o f 
the Indians was not heavy {moderado), that the agricultural activity 
o f the Spaniards was intended only to secure self-sufficiency and 
was not undertaken with a view to profit, while the Spaniards were 
nearly as poor as the Indians.16 Nor did the Franciscans come 
forw ard as defenders of A lfaro’s proposals (see Chapter 15), any 
m ore than the Dominicans.

The Indians themselves were also far from taken with the propo
sed reform s. They did not properly understand what the payment o f 
tax precisely meant and considered that the tribute was too high.

16 Gutiérrez 1983:8.
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M oreover, Paraguay was an isolated region where few surpluses 
were produced, there was little trade and the money economy had 
scarcely developed. This made the payment of the tribute in money 
nearly impossible and nor was payment in kind simple. Insofar as 
there were opportunities for wage labour, these consisted mainly of 
work in the yerbales, which was precisely what the Indians did not 
wish to do. They also believed that they themselves should choose 
when and how they helped the Spaniards. They did want to perform  
work for them, because they were related to them and sometimes 
also received a small reward (such as a length o f cloth) for the 
w ork, but not because they felt obliged to pay tax and to conform 
to regulations. M oreover, when they performed services for the 
Spaniards, they considered a reward in the form o f a gift or other 
kind o f service in return normal, as well as being more attractive; 
the phenomenon o f ‘wages’, on the other hand, did not fit into their 
cultural tradition. Many therefore preferred the existing situation. 
Nor did the yanaconas see anything in the new system. They had 
become trapped in such a dependent position that return to a more 
independent way o f life was difficult, if not impossible. They feared 
the loss o f their security (however minimal it may sometimes have 
been). Certain advantages such as help in the event o f illness would 
probably become a thing of the past; they would perhaps be paid 
only a wage. They also anticipated that the payments for their 
services would be very meagre and would be made with articles 
which they did not need. The majority no longer had any villages to 
which they could return; they were also not welcome and would be 
wholly despised there. Nor did special w orkers’ neighbourhoods 
near the Spanish settlements hold any attraction. Many yanaconas 
were also, in fact, not truly dissatisfied with their existence.

Alfaro himself, for that matter, also observed a few things and 
was aware that his ordinances could not all be easily implemented.

The Ordenanzas were finally adopted in 1618. The perform ance 
of personal services was eventually not abolished. The encomiendas 
de servicios personales (both in the form o f the mitazgo  and that of 
the yanaconato) continued after 1618. In practice, therefore, no 
great loss was suffered by the encomenderos. The time that an 
mitario  had to work for his encomendero, if he preferred personal 
service as such, was fixed at two months, while Alfaro had propo-
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sed one month (30 days). The size o f the gangs was limited, in the 
sense that no more than one-sixth of the encomienda  could be 
summoned at one time. The rule o f two months labour remained in 
force until the end o f the colonial period. It originally applied in 
practice only to the pueblos de indios in the region o f Asunción; 
according to Garavaglia, it generally remained from four to six 
months in the region of el Guairá and Mbaracayú until the expul
sion by the Portuguese. How this obligation o f 60 days labour was 
precisely performed was a matter of negotiation between the Indians 
and their master. They sometimes worked for a continuous period, 
while sometimes the work was spread more over the year.

Many provisions subsequently became a dead letter. Non-com 
pliance with the new regulations was made easier because some 
regulations included an escape clause and were therefore not really 
adequate. The fifth Ordenanza, for example, decreed that Indians 
who preferred to continue to live on the Spaniards’ chacras, were 
provisionally discharged from the obligation to settle in special 
Indian villages. They were given two years in which to make a final 
decision. As a result, the existing situation could be consolidated 
contrary to the intentions of the law, also because many Indians 
naturally found it difficult to act against the will o f their encomen
dero. The Indians were permitted in Ordenanza 61 - by way o f 
transition - to continue to pay their tribute provisionally in the form 
o f labour, if they wished. This also made it easy to continue the 
existing practice.

Hernandarias only partly took account o f the new rules. In fact, 
he had little choice. He did consider that the old Cario allies from 
the beginning o f the conquista and their descendants should no 
longer fall under the encomienda regime; he regarded them as 
Spaniards, but this had no practical effect. He failed to take drastic 
measures and preferred gradual change.

Altogether, A lfaro’s visit fell far short o f being a success. The 
servicio personal o f yanaconas and mitayos did not disappear, 
because the transition to wage labour proved not to be feasible; 
Indians continued to be employed in yerba gathering and their 
treatment did not essentially change. Garavaglia remarks in this 
connection that the Crown ultimately had to make concessions to 
the Spaniards in Paraguay, because the possibility o f exploiting the
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indigenous labour was in fact the only thing that guaranteed the 
continuation o f the colony of Paraguay. This perhaps also explains 
why, after A lfaro’s regulations came into force, the provision that 
the Indians could go free after two generations (of encomenderos) 
was maintained in Buenos Aires, Santa Fe and Corrientes, but not 
in Paraguay.17

The intervention o f Alfaro did nevertheless have a number o f 
positive effects. The period that mitayos had to work from 1618 
was in any event clearly defined and limited (two months for men 
o f 18-50 years). The Ordenanzas were, moreover, an important 
support for the Jesuits and for some governors who favoured 
concentrating the Indians as far as possible in special settlements. 
A lfaro’s Ordenanzas contained instructions about the organisation 
o f reductions and offered possibilities o f preventing their disintegra
tion after their establishment, such as the prohibition on changing 
the location o f the villages (unless permission had been given by the 
viceroy or the audiencia  of Charcas), the prohibition on the settle
ment of non-Indians and the institution o f ‘safety zones’ round the 
villages (see Chapter 17). It was mainly thanks to Alfaro that the 
pueblos de indios after 1611 no longer remained under the regime 
o f pobleros, but passed under the administration o f curas-doctrine- 
ros, who were assisted by corregidores and cabildos. Apart from 
pastoral care, the clergy were also responsible for the management 
o f the communal means of production and the care o f the village 
economy, and they were expected to supervise the election and 
functioning o f the cabildo. They could not have villages o f more 
than 400 adult men under their care; otherwise two clergy had to be 
appointed per village. In other words, the Ordenanzas strengthened 
the economic and ‘civilising’ role of the doctrineros. It is known 
that the encomenderos and pobleros in the region of Asunción had 
already made way in 1612 for curas-doctrineros, the only E uro
peans in the reductions. The new situation was the result o f the 
critical attitude adopted not only by Hernandarias, the diocesan

17 Service 1954:76.
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synod o f 1603 and the Jesuit order, but also by Alfaro towards the 
encomenderos and pobleros . 18

After Alfaro

To sum up, the yanaconato  and the mita were repeatedly the 
subject o f legislation in the years 1556-1618, which shows that the 
Spanish Crown and its governors had a good eye for the situation 
o f the Indians.

No further detailed Ordenanzas were formulated after 1611/18; 
those o f Alfaro were and remained officially in force. Some new 
legislation was introduced in 1679 in favour of the yanaconas. They 
acquired the status o f indios encomendados, with all the associated 
rights for this group, but nothing changed for them in practice.15 
Attention was called to the existence o f A lfaro’s Ordenanzas from 
tim e to time, or some supplementary provisions were prom ulgated. 
It was laid down in 1685, for example, on the occasion o f the 
padrón  which was made in that year, that the Indians had the right 
to complain if a) they not were instructed in the Christian faith and 
could not go to mass on Sundays and holidays, b) they were not 
well treated and cared for when sick, c) they received no wage, d) 
they received corporal punishment from the Spaniards, and e) as 
yanaconas, they also had to work on Saturdays and so could not 
properly tend their own plots.20

In practice the restrictive regulations were complied with only 
partly or if at all. The excesses and illegal activities continued. 
M ore work was generally performed than that which the Indians 
were obliged to perform (including at harvest time) and more 
persons were recruited into the labour process than were legally 
permitted (wives and children of mitayos, people over the age o f 50 
and males below the age o f 18). Sometimes, too, the mita  was 
continued after the death o f the last heir. One of the worst abuses 
was undoubtedly that the Indians continued to be compelled to

18 Durán Estragó 1992b:57; Necker 1990:113-6.
19 Pastore 1972:44.
20 Durán 1972:20.
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perform  work that was especially arduous for them, such as yerba 
collection. This work caused many deaths and illnesses.

All this, in fact, could happen only because power relations 
were completely skewed. The Indians were the weak party, while 
the encomenderos had extensive power and ignored the laws. They 
occupied such a position that the governors could not always ignore 
them and were forced to accede to their wishes or, in any event, 
not to cross them. The injustice done to the Indians therefore 
originated in the first place not from the Crown, but from  the 
Spanish Americans. The Crown aimed to abolish the system , but 
the local authority was too weak and the local situation was too 
unfavourable for this abolition actually to be achieved at the begin
ning o f the seventeenth century. The Indians consequently remained 
as encomendados (and drudges under the mandamiento  system; see 
below) a source o f cheap labour, and even a very essential one. 
They largely kept the colonial economy running over a long period.

The m andam iento  system

Besides the encomienda obligations, there were the special orders 
(,mandamientos) o f the governors, on the grounds o f which the 
Indians from  the pueblos de indios could be obliged to perform  
special services for the province or to carry out certain works for 
private individuals.21 Although mandamientos were not mentioned 
in A lfaro’s Ordenanzas and they therefore really had no legal 
status, the Spanish Crown tolerated this form o f labour recruit
m ent.22 The system came into vogue in Paraguay in the course of 
the seventeenth century when the export opportunities for yerba 
and, with them, the demand for labour greatly increased. M ore

21 For the mandamiento system to be discussed below, see: Duran Estragó 
1992b: 122-3; Garavaglia 1983:273,295-6,303,309-11; Necker 1990:150-2; 
Pastore 1995:45; Pastore 1997a:347-8; Susnik 1965:126-9,132; Susnik 1995 
(=  1964): 13-4.

22 The authorities also arranged the use o f indigenous labour elsewhere in 
Spanish America. The institution was known by different names, including 
coatequitl, repartimiento, alquilahe and mita.
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over, the Indians had more time at their disposal, because the 
duration o f the mita obligations towards the encomenderos was 
limited to two months in 1618, and they could therefore all the 
more easily be integrated into the labour process in other ways.

The number o f workers who were recruited through m andam ien
tos, the period for which they had to work and the nature o f the 
work were always laid down in advance. The work always consis
ted o f tasks o f limited duration. The mandamientos were separate 
from the obligations which the Indians had or might have towards 
an encomendero. All the persons who were fit to work could, in 
practice, be recruited, although not all at the same time. Caciques 
and other persons exempted from tribute were also set to w ork, if 
necessary, through the mandamiento system. The same applied to 
women and children, who could be engaged for domestic work in 
Asunción or, as far as the mothers were concerned, for the suckling 
o f Spanish children, which was sometimes done at the expense o f 
the feeding o f their own child. The men recruited through m anda
m ientos were preferably selected from among those from vacant 
encomiendas and from those categories o f Indians who were exemp
ted from normal mita labour under royal decrees, such as caciques, 
oficiales (artisans) and sextons. The alcaldes de la Santa H erm an
dad  and other members o f the cabildo were responsible for the 
implementation o f the relevant decrees. Once the Indians had 
arrived at the workplace, the protector de naturales ensured that the 
contract was complied with and that the Indians subsequently 
returned to their village. The mandamientos were often a heavier 
burden on the villages than the mita. For some villages, such as 
San José de Caazapá, the mandamientos were often even an outright 
disadvantage to the normal village economy and society (see Chap
ter 15).

The Spaniards who wished to be allocated a certain number of 
Indian workers had to make a request to the governor, who then 
decided on the allocation. In granting licencias, the governors might 
be guided by preferences towards the applicants, as they sometimes 
actually were. Some applicants were well-to-do encomenderos and 
already possessed by virtue o f this privilege a reasonable number o f 
Indian w orkers, while others were not or possessed very few



The use of Indian labour (II) 667

encomendados and therefore requested an additional contingent o f 
Indians. Private individuals made repeated use o f the licencia 
system, not only in the seventeenth century and the first half o f the 
eighteenth century (when there was a great demand for labour), but 
also already on a more limited scale in the closing decades o f the 
sixteenth century. By this means, for example, the Indians were 
recruited who collected yerba for a longer period, sometimes for 
nearly a year or even longer, as well as row ers, loaders and carters. 
Until several decades after the Revolución de los Comuneros, the 
whole transport system between Asunción and the provincias de 
abajo  would not have functioned if there had not been licencias', the 
same applied until 1676 to the transport system between Asunción 
and the province o f Mbaracayu, the centre of yerba production. The 
building o f balsas, canoes and larger barques (which provided 
transport to Santa Fe) by maestros carpinteros also continued to be 
dependent on the - unfortunately notorious - mandamientos until 
well into the eighteenth century. Although there were also Creoles 
and mestizoes who hired themselves out (because agriculture was 
often unattractive due to the insecurity in the countryside), there 
were not enough o f them at that time. M oreover, Indians were 
cheaper and not every Spaniard possessed the necessary skills.

For each allocation, the provincial authority laid down not only 
the duration o f the work, but also the wage that the Indians were 
expected to receive. That wage lay below the prevailing wage on 
the free labour market; moreover, the Indians had to pass on half of 
it to their village. They nevertheless often preferred this kind of 
work to that for the encomendero, for which -  apart from  subsist
ence - they generally received nothing.

It goes without saying that the employers sometimes tried to 
evade the conditions which were attached to the licencia. They 
sometimes tried, for example, with or without the help of bribes to 
the corregidores, to extend the period for which the workers had 
been made available. They also tried to remove Indians from the 
villages illegally. The governor had regularly to take action against 
this, by issuing decrees or carrying out checks along the roads. 
However, these measures had very little effect, any more than the 
attempts o f governors, cabildo and oficiales reales to bring yerba 
gathering and river transport under greater control. The demand for
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the labour which was present in the pueblos de indios was too great 
for this and the people who wished to make use o f it were suffi
ciently inventive in devising legal and illegal ways o f exploiting this 
labour reservoir as much as possible.

Not only were private individuals provided with cheap em ploy
ees through the mandamiento system, but it also provided the 
colonial authorities with the necessary labour. The governors 
repeatedly requested the villages to make certain contingents o f 
Indians available for carrying out works o f public interest, such as 
the construction or improvement o f roads, the building or repair o f 
forts and bridges and the building of churches or other public 
buildings. In this instance, the Indians received no wage, although 
they were maintained by the government. Labour was also obtained 
in this manner for the building o f ships for the province and for 
factory work (such as tobacco manufacture in San Lorenzo and 
jo inery  near Caazapá). It was also under the mandamiento  system 
that the Indians served as auxiliares on the expeditions organised by 
the Spanish population, when they were employed not only on such 
activities as opening up picadas, transporting equipment and driving 
livestock, but also as auxiliary forces, if necessary. The gravity o f 
these defensive tasks should not be underestimated. People could be 
unexpectedly recruited for them (including during harvest time), 
with considerable numbers of Indians often being involved. Reje 
Corvalán, for example, advanced into the Chaco with 300 soldiers 
in 1674, but he was accompanied by about 1,500 auxiliares. And, 
in 1676, the cabildo ordered that 650 Christian Indians should 
accompany the 400 Spaniards who had to offer the population of 
Villa Rica support from Asunción. During such actions, the villages 
were largely emptied o f men.

It goes without saying that the demand for labour sometimes led 
to tensions between the various parties and their interests. These 
parties were: a) the governors who were expected to comply with 
private requests as far as possible, but might also need Indians for 
tasks o f provincial interest, while having to safeguard the individual 
and collective interests o f the natives; b) the Spaniards who were 
not encomenderos or the owners o f only a small encomienda, but 
wished to obtain (additional) labour; c) the encomenderos who laid 
claims to the Indians o f their encomienda-, d) the Indians them 
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selves, who were often removed for too long and too frequently 
from their villages; and - last but not least - e) the adm inistrators of 
the pueblos de indios, who could not keep the communal village 
economy running properly through the absence of many o f the men 
and had to watch the village economy and society becoming d isrup
ted as a result. All this incidentally did not mean that the interests 
o f these parties were wholly opposed. The Indians, for example, 
received an officially fixed wage (of four pesos per month, payable 
in cotton cloth) for licencia work for private individuals, half o f 
which they could retain and half of which they paid into the village 
treasury, so that the villages and their adm inistrators also benefited 
from the work performed outside. The Indians sometimes preferred 
to work through a mandamiento rather than as a mitayo and som eti
mes took the opportunity through mandamiento work to leave the 
villages for good and to find paid or self-employment elsewhere.

Garavaglia has commented that, although the employers were 
required to pay a wage, there was in practice no question o f this in 
the strict sense o f the word. The employers made such a minimum 
contribution to the w orkers’ subsistence (as with the ordinary m ita) 
that it contributed only marginally to the ‘reproduction’ o f labour; 
this reproduction was brought about in practice mainly through the 
labour o f the other members o f the household within the village 
economy.

The fact that the mandamiento system (like the mita) often led to 
abuses in practice, appears, for example, from the complaints o f the 
Franciscans. Indians were regularly removed from the villages entrus
ted to their care to carry out public works (such as the building of 
presidios), to gather yerba for private individuals or perform other 
activities for them. The Indians were by no means always well treated 
in such instances. The Spaniards often also tried to entice workers 
away from the villages illegally. Some of the Indians reacted to this 
situation by fleeing the villages and finding a better, freer existence 
elsewhere (for example, in river navigation or under the protection of 
a Spaniard). This resulted in population fluctuations and population 
decline, which disrupted the communal village economy. In the mid
seventeenth century, the Indians of San José de Caazapá and Yuty rose 
against Governor Blásquez de Valverde (1656-59), because too many 
Indians were being recruited too often from their village for the



670 Chapter 14

activities described above. They wished to have more time for their 
own farms and their own community life. They were supported in this 
by their clergy. In 1704 the Franciscans again protested against the 
way in which the Indians in Yuty and San José de Caazapá were being 
misused. In about 1730 the Franciscans were forced to complain that 
the best craftsmen were being constantly recruited from San José de 
Caazapá and that labour was also being mobilised for other purposes 
than artisan work. Because of the shortage of men, the women had to 
work the land, which led to food shortages, so that people even had to 
go into the forests to gather food. The Franciscans of Yuty and San 
José also complained that the exemption of the caciques and their 
descendants was not respected; they, too, had to collect yerba. Even 
sextons and other ecclesiastical service personnel were not spared.

In 1740, the protests resulted in the Spanish king imposing restric
tions by Cédula Real on the employment of the Indians from Caazapá, 
Yuty and Itá (the three indigenous encomienda villages which were 
then still under Franciscan control). For a time, the measure had a 
beneficial effect. The population of San José de Caazapá, for example, 
increased and it acquired the reputation in the 1750s and ’60s of being 
an industrious and prosperous village, with many crafts and a large 
stock of cattle. Azara noted in 1784-85, however, that San José was 
again in a state of decline as a consequence of the constant recruitment 
of Indians for yerba collection and the carrying out of public works, as 
well as through illness and mortality among the inhabitants.23

Not until the second half of the eighteenth century did the im port
ance o f the mandamientos (like that of the mita) begin to decline, 
especially in the transport sector. The authorities and private indivi
duals then began to make increasing use o f free labour. Until the 
1770s, however, there remained two occupations for which a call 
was still frequently made, through mandamientos, on specialised 
indigenous labour from the pueblos de indios: these were baqueano  
(guide, pilot) and timonel (helmsman). In 1794 Indians were still 
employed on public works, but by then the practice was more a 
‘relic t’ .

23 Durán Estragó 1987:136-9,146-7; 156; Susnik 1984a:206.
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Other obligations

In her study o f San José de Caazapá, Durán Estragó has pointed out 
that, in addition to the mita and the mandamientos, further obliga
tions applied to the Franciscan villages, which demanded tim e and 
energy (and therefore also labour).24 She specifically mentions the 
visits which the corregidor and the members o f the cabildo, accom 
panied by a delegation of about 30 Indians, had to pay to the 
governor at Christmas and Easter. If these visits were not paid, 
they had to be bought off. The visitors were expected to bring with 
them the customary fru to s  de la tierra as a gift. The visits involved 
a journey over a distance of 40 to 60 leguas. The smart clothing 
which they were expected to wear on such occasions suffered 
greatly and the obligatory visits were also not beneficial to the 
physical and mental health of the Indians, because everything that 
was taken along had to be carried by them. M oreover, the cabil
dantes had to go to Asunción each year to obtain confirmation of 
the alcaldes elected at the New Year. Then, too, the visitors were 
expected to appear before the governor smartly dressed and bearing 
gifts. M oreover, the inhabitants of San José de Caazapá were 
obliged not only to maintain the fortines  along the Rio Paraguay, 
but also to supply them with provisions and to supply livestock for 
the maintenance o f the Indians employed in the execution o f public 
works. Besides all the obligations to the encomenderos, the often 
capricious governors and the not quickly satisfied private licensees, 
the Indians also had to make a contribution to the functioning o f the 
village economy. Their existence was consequently dow nright 
arduous.25

24 It may be assumed that the obligations concerned also applied to the other 
pueblos de indios.

25 Durán Estragó 1992b: 124-5; Necker 1990:152-4.
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The number of encomiendas, encomenderos and encomendados 
in the period 1618-1772

After 1611/18, not only were efforts made to make use o f indige
nous labour through mandamientos, but, as we have said, the 
encomienda originaria  and the encomienda de servicios personales 
also continued in existence. The institution o f encomienda  even had 
a longer life in the province o f Paraguay than in a number o f other 
Spanish American territories. An important reason why the various 
governors did not abolish it was that the province received no extra 
support from the Spanish Crown for defence against the Chaco 
Indians and the Portuguese. The Spaniards had to arrange their 
defences themselves as best they could, using their own manpower 
and resources. They accordingly had to go to war with a certain 
regularity. As a result, defence formed a virtually permanent 
burden at a time when the province was generally not well off. 
M oreover, Paraguay was isolated, was able to engage in relatively 
little interprovincial trade (certainly until c. 1780), was strongly 
oriented towards self-sufficiency and scarcely knew a money 
economy until towards the end of the colonial period. There had to 
be something to compensate for this and, until well into the eight
eenth century, the granting of encomiendas was one o f the few 
favours which the administrators could bestow on a number of 
beneméritos. Encomiendas which fell vacant were therefore for a 
long time not automatically incorporated into the Crown, but 
reissued, according to the previously described procedures.26 In 
the period after 1618, no serious attempt was made by the Spanish 
Crown for about a century to abolish the institution of encomienda  
and personal service in Paraguay.

Now that we have noted this, the question arises o f what was the 
precise significance o f the institution of encomienda in Paraguay: 
what numbers of encomiendas and encomendados were made 
available to Spaniards in the course of time, and how large was the 
number o f favoured vecinos beneméritos. These questions cannot be 
answered equally well for all the years of the colonial period,

26 Spangenberg 1992:9; Velázquez 1982a: 134.
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because the necessary information is lacking. In general, the data 
become more plentiful and detailed for the period after 1770 - when 
the government made increasingly serious attempts to abolish the

Table 14.1. The number of encomiendas mitarias, encomenderos, 
tributarios and pueblos de indios with encomiendas in the period 
1651-1802.

Year Enco- 
mi en- 
das

Of which 
in  re 
g u la r  
posses- 
s i on

Enco
men
deros

T r ib u ta r i  os 
P re- Ab
sent sent

T o ta l
Pueblos 
de in d io s  
w ith  en- 
comi endas

1651 296 ? ? ? ? ? 15*
1674 7 ** ? 7 ** 2,717 226 2,943 16
1682 7  ** ? 7 ** ? ? ? 10
1688 194 ? ? ? ? Í ,985 10
1726 100 66 ? ? ? ? 9*

1754 71 71 69 ? ? >1,175 9*

1774 64 60 64 1,330 384 1,714 9*
1778 64 52 64 1,393 345 1,738 9*
1780 63 ? ? 1,275 318 1,593 9*

1784 ? 38 ? ? ? ? 9*
1790 63 29 ? ? ? ? 9*

1802 ? 19 ? ? ? ? ?

S ources: The censuses in c lu d e d  in  th e  Annex to  t h is  c h a p te r . The re tu rn  
o f  th e  number o f encomiendas ' i n  re g u la r  p o sse ss io n ' (T  and 2a v id a )  has 
been taken  from  Saeger 1981:80.
*  e x c lu d in g  San Ig n a c io  Guazú.
* *  number o f encomiendas/encomenderos is  known, bu t th e  type  o f enco
mienda has no t been d is t in g u is h e d .

encomiendas and the administrative vigour increased - than for the 
early colonial period (see Annex). It therefore seems appropriate to 
employ a twofold division in the summary which follows - before 
and after 1770.27

W e have already stated that Governor M artínez de Irala divided 
about 20,000 Indians among 320 encomenderos in 1556, which

27 For pragmatic reasons, Tables 14.1 and 14.2, which summarise the changes, 
cover the whole colonial period, but the two sub-periods are distinguishable in 
them.
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amounted to an average o f 62 Indians per beneficiary. The number 
o f available Indians subsequently constantly declined and, with 
them, also the number of encomiendas (see Tables 14.1 and 14.2). 
The available labour had already become quite scarce in about 1600 
and there were repeated complaints about a shortage, although there 
is no means o f checking properly whether the complaints were 
wholly justified. In A lfaro’s time many encomiendas had fewer than 
10 Indians; he therefore referred to small encomiendas. Many 

pueblos de indios contained several encomiendas. He even mentions

Table 14.2. The number o f encomiendas originarias and the Indians 
belonging to them in the period 1651-1793.

Year Enco- 
mi endas 
*

Of w h i c h  
' i n  re g u la r  
possess ion ' 
<1-3° v id a )

O r ig i n a r i os 
Pre- Ab
sent sent

T o ta l

1651 253 7 7 7 7
1674 7 7 744 96 840
1688 111 7 7 7 420
1726 86 74 7 7 7

1754 68 65 7 7 206
1767 37C! > 7 Í 55 40 195
1774 48 46 2 0 0 70 270
1778 44 35 199 49 248
1780 45 7 203 82 285
1793 19 7 7 7 7

Sources: The censuses in c lu d e d  in  th e  Annex to  t h is  c h a p te r . The re tu rn  
o f th e  number o f encomiendas ' i n  re g u la r  posse ss io n ' has been taken  from  
Saeger 1981: 8 0 -1 , bu t re la te s  o n ly  to  Asunción and V i l l a r r i c a ,  and thus 
exc ludes San Is id ro  de C uruguaty. The f ig u re  fo r  1793 is  from  A g u ir re  
1949:448.
*  in c lu d in g  va ca n t.

an unnamed village where the Indians had been allocated to no 
fewer than 50 encomenderos.28 This was probably partly also 
because the governors wished to benefit quite a lot of Spaniards. 
The shortage incidentally arose not only from the fact that the 
number o f natives had decreased, but also because there were

28 Service 1966:231
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grow ing markets for certain products at the end o f the sixteenth 
century (wine, sugar, woven cloths and yerba) and the demand for 
labour consequently rose. The market for sugar and wine subse
quently disappeared or the trade in them became, in any event, far 
less lucrative, but the complaints about the scarcity o f indigenous 
labour persisted. This was because the market for yerba expanded 
considerably from the years 1620-30, particularly through the heavy 
demand from Alto Perú, and yerba became the principal export 
product o f the province of Paraguay.29 The collection and trans
port o f yerba were arduous and labour-intensive activities, which 
the Spaniards preferred to have performed by the Indians and for 
which many hands were needed.

The decline in the number o f Indians was partly a consequence 
o f plunder, sickness and death, partly o f resistance and repression, 
and partly also of the arduous and dangerous work that they were 
made to perform . We have already discussed in Chapter 13 the 
resistance that was offered in the province of Paraguay up to 1660 
in order to avoid exploitation by the Spaniards. To what extent the 
indigenous population declined as a result o f this cannot be exactly 
determ ined. In Chapter 6, we discussed the fact that large numbers 
o f Indians were carried off by the Portuguese. W e stated that this 
happened partly in el Guairá in the years 1628-32, where not only 
the Jesuit missions were affected, but also the indigenous villages 
near Ciudad Real and Villa Rica, as well as these two places (with 
yanaconas among their inhabitants) themselves. Another area that 
suffered at that time was el Itatin. In Chapter 7, we stated that the 
province o f Paraguay again suffered in the 1670s. Besides the 
attacks of the bandeirantes (1676), it also had to resist the aggres
sion o f the Mbayá and groups of Chaco Indians. Some o f the 
natives were taken prisoner and carried off, others became disper
sed, and a number o f encomendados from the villages which fell 
under Villa Rica then also voluntarily accompanied the bandeiran
tes, because they were tired o f the exploitation and treatm ent by 
their e n c o m e n d e r o s As a result of these events, the encomienda

29 Garavaglia 1983:170.
30 Garavaglia 1987b: 137.
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Fig. 14.1. The pueblos de indios existing in 1688 with the number 
o f encomiendas and tributarios (left and right figure above column, 
respectively) (Source: see Table 14.9).
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villages in the Mbaracayú region (Candelaria, Terecafly, Ybyrapa- 
riyara and M baracayú), for example, disappeared. A good number 
o f originarios from Villa Rica were then also carried off. From  that 
time the inhabitants o f Villa Rica had only a limited number of 
originarios at their disposal (somewhat supplemented with M onteses 
who had been captured in the forests).31 A comparison o f the 
numbers o f the encomienda population of 1674 (or 1651) with those 
o f 1688 consequently reveals considerable differences. Chapter 32 
gives a detailed picture o f the changes in the population, including 
the natives, which will reveal the ultimate effects o f infectious 
diseases, plunder, resistance and repression.

Another important reason for the decrease in the available 
indigenous labour was that a considerable number o f yanaconas and 
mitayos fled. Initially they escaped to the forests on the eastern 
periphery where they felt themselves to be beyond the reach o f the 
Spaniards and tried as ‘M onteses’ to continue their original way of 
life. When the encomienda system was well and truly established, 
flight to the towns of the la Plata region, however, became a far 
m ore important phenomenon, especially in the seventeenth and still 
m ore at the beginning o f the eighteenth century. Romero de Viola 
states that there was a considerable migration to the south under the 
governorships of Juan Rodríguez Cota (1696-1702) and Manuel de 
Robles (1707-13). The river navigation (in fact, mainly yerba 
transport), in which Indians were at first mainly employed as crew, 
offered plentiful opportunities for flight. It was principally young 
men between the ages 20 and 30 who tried to flee, including those 
who already had a family. These fugitive Indians generally readily 
found employment as free individuals in Buenos Aires, Santa Fe (an 
obligatory stopping place) or smaller ports, thereby evading not 
only their labour obligations in general, but also, if they wished, 
the arduous work o f river navigation (see Box 14.1). In 1674, 8.5 
per cent o f the encomendados were found to have fled. Once they 
had disappeared, the Indians partly lost their identity: they were 
absorbed into the lower strata o f the mestizo population. After 
1750, river transport to the south was increasingly taken out o f the

31 Susnik 1990-91:48.
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Box 14.1. River navigation: an ideal opportunity fo r  fligh t

The work in river navigation and, more in particular, the fact that 
many balsas and other simple craft did not return to Asunción, but 
were scrapped in the la Plata region, offered the Indians who had 
served as crew the opportunity to remain behind in the southern ports, 
where there was a great demand for labour. In this way, they could 
escape from the arduous encomienda and mandamiento obligations and 
build up a better and freer existence elsewhere. The phenomenon 
assumed such a magnitude that it threatened to dislocate the economy 
of the province. It also often led to disruption of the families whom 
the fugitives left behind.

In 1600 the protector de naturales asked for guarantees about the 
return o f the Indians who sailed as crew to Santa Fe and Buenos 
Aires.

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the situation led the 
Spanish king to decree by Cédula Real of 7 June 1618 for the provin
ces of Paraguay and Río de la Plata that an alcalde de sacas had to be 
appointed in each town. The post existed for over 25 years, without 
the official intervening in the work of the protector de naturales.
When the post was abolished, the task of the alcalde de sacas was 
added to the duties o f the alcaldes ordinarios. The task of both kinds 
o f alcalde was to record exactly who sailed to the south as crew and 
passengers so that a check could be made of whether or not they 
returned. The alcaldes also had to require a security from the owners 
o f the vessels, who had to guarantee the return of the whole crew.
The Indians who were employed in river navigation were clearly given 
to understand that they were obliged to return. But these measures did 
not stamp out the evil, as appears from the fact that the cabildo of 
Asunción repeatedly asked the governor to issue a navigation licence 
to only a small number of ships.

In 1644, Governor Hinestrosa explicitly forbade the employment of 
Indians in the river navigation to the south.

In 1658, the cabildo of Asunción considered replacing the Indians by 
slaves.

In 1674, Governor Rege Corvalán noted that many Indians had lied. 
Under pressure from the cabildo he promulgated the decree in 1677 
that the Indians had to have explicit permission to leave their villages.
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Box 14. l.cotit.

On 7 March 1682 Governor Juan Diez de Andino was forced to issue 
a decree in which he forbade the employment of Indians in river 
navigation, transport with carts and the building of canoes. On 30 
April of that year he wrote to the king that, since the attacks on Villa 
Rica and the surrounding villages, the entire servicio personal amoun
ted to the nine Indian villages in the neighbourhood of Asunción. The 
inhabitants of these villages were employed each year in two yerba 
harvests, transport to the capital, the building of canoes and the 
transport of produce by balsa, barque or cart to the Río de la Plata. 
Many Indians subsequently remained in the la Plata area, or moved on 
to Tucumán or other places in order to evade their many arduous 
obligations. A census was carried out at the request of the protector 
de naturales which showed just how many tributarios were absent.
The governor considered the situation undesirable in the interest of 
both the Spaniards and the Indians, and therefore requested that the 
authorities and inhabitants of Santa Fe and Corrientes should be 
forbidden to contract Indians from Paraguay. His ordinance and his 
other attempts to limit the evil unfortunately had little effect.

In 1688, Governor Francisco de Monforte again observed during 
his inspection the dramatic effects brought about by river navigation 

on the Guarani villages around Asuncion. They were being emptied 
and there was misery, while the Jesuit villages, on the other hand, 
prospered. He also regarded the situation as undesirable, both for the 
heavily burdened Indian villages and for the province, and forbade the 
Indians to be employed as crew on balsas, which were dismantled 
after their arrival in the south and therefore did not return. Nor did 
his prohibition have any noticeable effect. The problem also caused 
the authorities in Charcas concern. At the same time, however, the 
authorities themselves aggravated the problem, since the colonial 
government itself used Indians for transport activities, because, 
according to the Relación of 1674, an encomienda del rey existed in 
San Lorenzo de los Altos for that purpose, which also reappeared in 
the census of 1754 (see Annex).

The problem gradually solved itself, because it was always more 
usual in the eighteenth century - roughly after the Revolución de los 
Comuneros - to recruit the crews of balsas, barques and other craft 
from among the free Creoles and mestizoes. They received a normal 
wage 32

32 Susnik 1965:125-32: Thomás de Krüeger 1996:102: Velázquez 1995 (=1965);
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hands o f the Indians and the flight attempts undertaken in that 
manner largely came to an end.33 But there were still also other 
ways o f fleeing, and Indians continued to flee until the end o f the 
colonial period, contributing further to the breakdown o f the enco
mienda  system.

Another important factor was the progressive racial mixing. 
M estizoes enjoyed the status o f Spaniards in Paraguay, which meant 
that they did not fall under the encomienda system. That had 
already been the case since the time o f Governor M artínez de Irala, 
but it was once more laid down explicitly in a Cédula Real in 
1662.34 Hollanda has pointed out that the encomenderos encoura
ged (or did not oppose) the intermarriage o f yanaconas with whites, 
because the offspring o f their unions increased the number of 
agregados (servidores libres). Although these offspring were not 
encomendados, they generally formed part of the large number of 
servants kept by the more well-to-do Paraguayans. In such instan
ces, the latter often had only to provide food and clothing for these 
persons.35

The foundation o f dozens of mission settlements by the Jesuits 
m ust be mentioned as the fourth important cause in the decline in 
the num ber o f available Indians. As readers will recall, the missio
naries stipulated that the Indians whom they concentrated in their 
mission villages should be exempted from personal services.36 This

33 Flores Colombino 1995 (=1967):976; Romero de Viola 1987:105-8; Velazquez 
1982a: 143-5.

34 Velázquez 1982a: 150.
35 Hollanda 1956-57:73.
36 As stated earlier, the inhabitants o f Itapé were also exempted from performing 

services when their settlement was founded (1682), while they w ere equally 
exempted from other tribute obligations. They also fell outside the mandamien
tos. The justification for this was that they were few in number and exception
ally poor. The Indians from Itapé retained their privilege until the end of the 
colonial period, although they were obliged to assist travellers and caravans 
taking the camino real from Asuncion to Villarrica in crossing the Rio Tebicu- 
ary (Necker 1990:153).
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Fig. 14.2. The pueblos de indios existing in 1754, with the number 
o f encomiendas and tributarios (left and right figure above column, 
respectively) (Source: see Table 14.13).



682 Chapter 14

exemption could ultimately not be applied only to a part o f the 
population o f San Ignacio Guazu (see Chapter 15). After the diffi
culties with the bandeirantes had been largely overcome in around 
1640, the population o f the pueblos de misiones greatly increased; 
in 1682 a total o f 19,070 Guaranies, or 49.3 per cent of the provin
cial population, lived in seven Jesuit villages. In the same year, the 
nine pueblos de indios had a population o f only 8,736, corres
ponding to 22.6 per cent o f the total. In 1761, the population o f the 
nine pueblos de indios with encomienda obligations contained 5,282 
persons, while the thirteen Jesuit villages which then formed part of 
Paraguay had no fewer than 44,329 inhabitants (6.3 and 52.7 per 
cent o f the provincial population, respectively). It goes without 
saying that the Spaniards watched these developments enviously.37

Through all these developments, the Indian population that was 
obliged to perform  labour in 1750 constituted only a fraction o f that 
in 1556. In 1674, the two groups of encomendados (mitayos and 
yanaconas) still represented nearly 10 per cent o f the population 
(3,721 or even 3,783, including fugitives, out o f a total population 
o f nearly 39,000 inhabitants), but in 1780 only just over 2 per cent 
(out o f a population o f nearly 95,000). The relative im portance o f 
the two groups o f encomendados also changed in the course of 
time. Until the end o f the seventeenth century, the originarios 
(who, unlike the mitayos, worked for their master throughout the 
year and with the whole o f their family) formed 22-24 per cent of 
the whole population with labour obligations, but their share had 
declined to 15 per cent by 1780 and subsequently declined still 
further. The decline was mainly the consequence o f the continuing 
racial mixing and a very gradual increase o f the population in the 
pueblos de indios.™

The decline in the number o f encomiendas was closely related to 
the reduction o f the available Indian population, but not wholly so. 
The sm aller number partly arose because the authorities decided to 
increase the average size o f the encomiendas mitarias by combining 
the smallest ones or merging them with larger ones. The object of

37 See the Annex to this chapter, section d, and Chapter 32.
38 Annex Table 14.7 and section j; Garavaglia 1983:270-1.
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this policy was to make the possession o f an encomienda truly 
profitable. According to Saeger, the enlargement mainly took place 
after the Revolución de los Comuneros, when vacant encomiendas 
were again regularly allocated for the duration of two generations. 
Many of the small and medium-sized encomenderos (of which there 
were still many in 1652) disappeared and the power o f the rem ai
ning encomenderos increased. In 1688, the 194 encomiendas 
mitarias contained a total o f 1,985 tributarios, giving an average of 
10 per encomienda. In 1778, there were 64 such encomiendas, with 
a total o f 1,738 tributarios, giving an average o f 21.39 For the 
Indians o f a particular village and their cabildo, this development 
meant that, in the eighteenth century, they no longer had to deal 
with a dozen or even a few dozen encomenderos, but with many 
fewer. The population o f Ypané with labour obligations, for exam 
ple, was still shared among 23 encomenderos in 1652, but among 
only 4 in 1754.40 The remaining encomenderos had far m ore influ
ence on, and importance for, the village than the small ones. W hile 
the im portance o f the institution generally therefore decreased, 
control over the individual villages became greater and more 
efficient. The enlargement also meant that encomiendas represented 
a greater wealth in the last quarter of the eighteenth century than 
before. In other words, the possession o f an encomienda  became 
the privilege o f an increasingly smaller but, at the same time, 
economically stronger élite.41

The enlargement incidentally did not mean that the small enco
miendas disappeared completely. Many encomiendas mitarias 
remained small to quite small and still formed a high proportion of 
the total at the end of the eighteenth century. Those who were in 
the possession o f originarios generally had only a few (1-5). Table 
14.3, which gives a breakdown for 1778 by size, illustrates this. 
The table, however, gives at the same time a picture o f the skewed

39 See Annex, Tables 14.19 and 14.20.
40 See Annex, Sections b and f.
41 Garavaglia 1983:302-3. Saeger (1981:66-8,80-1) has also illustrated the

enlargement o f scale, paying particular attention to the period 1726-74. He
noted that the development continued in subsequent years. Saeger used figures 
which do not wholly agree with those from the censuses in the Annex.
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Table 14.3. Breakdown o f the encomiendas extant in 1778 by size 
classes (number of tributarios).

E n c o m i e n d a s  m i t a r i a s
S ize  No. o f enco- 
c la s s  miendas

A b so l. %

No. o f 
t a r i  os 
A b s o l.

t r ib u -

%

E n c o m i e n d a s  o r i g i n a r i a s
S ize  No. o f No. o f 
c la s s  Enco- In d ia n s  

mi endas

1-5 4 6 .3 12 0 .7 1 5 5
6-10 11 17.2 91 5.2 2 2 4

11-15 8 12.5 103 5 .9 3 7 21
16-20 6 9 .4 102 5.9 4 7 28
21-25 6 9 .4 137 7.9 5 4 20
26-30 7 10.9 198 11.4 6 7 42
31-35 3 4 .7 97 5 .6 7 2 14
36-40 8 12.5 300 17.3 8 1 8
41-45 4 6 .3 172 9.9 9 2 18
46-50 2 3.1 98 5.6 10 1 10

> 50 5 7 .8 428 24.6 >10 6 78

T o ta l 64 100.0 1,738 100.0 44 248

Source: based on Tables 14.19 and 14.22 (A nnex).

distribution o f labour over the encomiendas', the five largest enco
miendas mitarias contained no fewer than a quarter o f all mitayos, 
while the six largest encomiendas originarias disposed o f over 31 
per cent o f the Indians from this group.42 The big encomenderos 
obviously had very different possibilities from the small ones as far 
as the development o f  economic activities was concerned. The 
sm aller encomenderos often used their indigenous labour mainly for 
domestic and agricultural work, while the large ones could easily 
form sufficiently large teams to send to the yerbales or to employ in 
transport activities.43

Thanks to certain more detailed censuses, some further details 
are known for some years besides simple statistics o f encomiendas, 
encomenderos and encomendados. As a result, we know, for 
example, what kind o f Spaniards the encomenderos were. In 1550, 
the encomenderos were obviously without exception conquistadores.

42 See also Tables 14.14 and 14.18 in the Annex.
43 Susnik 1990-91:39.
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A century later, according to Garavaglia, nearly all the ‘g reat’ 
encomendero  families were still descendants of, or more or less 
related to, the conquistadores or at least the first colonists {pobla
dores). According to the census o f Garabito de León (1652), the 
most powerful encomendero was Don Gabriel de Vera y Aragón, a 
grandson o f adelantado Juan Torres de Vera y Aragón and the son 
of the deputy governor of Tucumán and Paraguay, Gabriel de Vera 
y Aragón. Through the ownership o f five encomiendas he disposed 
o f the labour of 581 persons. The remainder o f the great encomen
dero  families of that time had considerably smaller encomiendas at 
their disposal. Prominent families could still easily acquire an enco
mienda, because it was a favour that was granted by the Crown to 
conquistadores and their posterity. In the mid-seventeenth century, 
however, there were also many small encomenderos, who could not 
point to a distinguished origin, but to certain merits.

After that, the situation began increasingly to change. Many new 
names appeared among the beneficiaries after 1726, such as those 
o f Domingo de Flecha, Javier de Flecha, Pedro de la M ora, Joseph 
Luis Bareyro and Pedro Bogarín. These persons had no direct ties 
with the great casas de encomenderos o f the seventeenth century. 
They were persons who had made a fortune in some manner, such 
as through trade, as in the case of the Flechas. It must be assumed 
that they had bought their gracia44, which they naturally would not 
have done if it had not been advantageous. The encomiendas at that 
time (certainly those o f any size) supplied cheap labour to the 
‘upper class’ o f the province, formed an important status symbol 
and also made it easier for privileged Spaniards to obtain important 
adm inistrative positions. The larger encomenderos usually had an 
unmistakable influence on municipal politics through the local 
cabildo  (of which they formed a part or where others promoted 
their interests) and also succeeded as an élite in leaving their mark 
on the life and politics o f the province. In other words, the enco
mienda  continued to form an important and vital institution until the 
mid-eighteenth century.

44 Garavaglia 1983:297-300; also cited by Rivarola Paoli 1993:128-9.
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The number o f encom iendas, encomenderos and encom endados 
after 1772; the abolition of the encomienda  system

In the last quarter o f the eighteenth century a new period began for 
the encomienda system. The Spanish government then began to 
make systematic efforts to abolish the institution. This did not mean 
the beginning o f a wholly new policy in all respects. ‘M adrid’ had 
already attempted from the end o f the seventeenth century to 
abolish the encomiendas both in Paraguay and elsewhere, or at least 
to set limits to the system. A Cédula Real o f Carlos II of 15 Octo
ber 1696 stipulated that, in conformity with Ley 43, Título VIII, 
Libro  VI of the Recopilación de Leyes, encomiendas which fell 
vacant had to be incorporated into the Crown (Real Hacienda). In 
other w ords, the governors were no longer permitted from then on 
to grant new encomiendas to Spanish subjects. For some time, the 
governors limited themselves to granting encomiendas only tem po
rarily (en depósito), so that they rapidly fell vacant again. The 
instructions o f 1696 were subsequently more or less ignored. In 
1709, G overnor Manuel de Robles Lorenzana again began to grant 
vacant encomiendas to private individuals on a regular basis. Nor 
was the policy o f the Consejo Real y Supremo de las Indias very 
consistent at that time because, between 1714 and 1720, it respon
ded favourably to the requests for confirmation o f all or nearly all 
the titles granted at that time.

A royal decree o f 23 November 1718 ordered all the encomien
das in Spanish America to be incorporated into the Crown, except 
for those which had been granted in perpetuity and those in which 
the Indians perform ing voluntary services were so poor that they 
could not pay tribute, but only supply labour. Instructions were 
again given in Cédulas Reales of 12 July 1720 and 31 August 1721 
about the encomiendas de servicios personales, but supplementary 
instructions followed in the same year confirming encomiendas in 
Paraguay, Tucumán and Buenos Aires. Consequently, theory and 
practice continued to vary. Encomiendas which fell vacant were 
again granted to vecinos beneméritos, for example, by Governor 
José de Antequera y Castro in 1722. In 1735, attention was again 
drawn to the need to abolish the system of personal services and it 
was again ordered that the indigenous population should be settled
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in villages. It must be assumed that this referred mainly to the 
yanaconas, since the other groups had been almost wholly placed in 
reductions. The authorities in Paraguay, however, ignored the 
instructions. In 1736, the Spanish Crown again drew attention to 
the instruction of 1696, but this again did not lead to any change. 
There were still even occasional malocas. For example, shortly 
after the Revolución de los Comuneros, an entrada  took place in the 
forests near Villa Rica, where over 70 Monteses were caught and 
shared among a number o f Spaniards.45

However, under the government o f Carlos III, things really 
began to change. He set in train the universal abolition o f the 
encomienda de servicios personales in Paraguay. The king had been 
annoyed, for example, by the fact that Governor Carlos M orphy 
(1766-72) had not only reallocated 15 vacant encomiendas in 1768, 
but had done so for a period o f two lives. The beneficiaries had 
paid very little for them. There was also at that time an accum ula
tion o f very small encomiendas and an aggregation o f Indians. 
Various encomiendas were even granted to persons who had only 
recently settled in Paraguay (hombres nuevos) and so could hardly 
be counted among the beneméritos of the province. It is therefore 
not surprising that a Cédula Real of 3 August 1769 pointed to the 
existence o f Ley 5 of Título VIII in Libro  VI o f the Recopilación, 
under which encomiendas were to be granted to the descendants o f 
discoverers, pacifiers and colonists. Once again, reference was 
made to the necessity of abolition. In 1771, Morphy again realloca
ted two vacant encomiendas and, in 1773, the king again announced 
that the encomiendas must be abolished. In the previous year, an 
official had observed that although the king had forbidden the 
encomiendas, the institution still existed in Paraguay and that 71 of 
the most distinguished inhabitants were among the beneficiaries.46

It was not until after 1770 that the instructions from M adrid 
finally had the desired effect, because the governors who were

45 Gutiérrez 1983:11; Pastore 1972:57; Saeger 1981:68; Spangenberg 1992:16; 
Velázquez 1982a:153-4; Velázquez 1983:92-3.

46 Romero de Viola 1987:79; Velázquez 1983:93; Williams 1979:12. The number 
o f encomiendas named in 1772 (71) is that o f 1754.
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appointed from 1772 all cooperated with the implementation o f the 
policy. The first was Agustín Fernando de Pinedo (1772-78). This 
governor - a true Bourbon civil servant - attacked the system on 
three fronts, which duly affected his relations with the encomen
deros. He firstly ensured that the encomenderos complied with the 
obligation to treat their subjects humanely and also actually paid 
their tax on time. He took away the privileges o f those who rem ai
ned in default. He gave the Indians every opportunity to complain 
about their treatment and took their complaints seriously. These 
complaints generally boiled down to the fact that they were obliged 
to perform  too much labour, that their ‘protector’ provided a m ini
mum or even not enough clothing, food and other basic necessities 
(in particular, meat, salt, tobacco and yerba), that they were not 
properly treated when they were ill, that they were sometimes 
beaten, that they received no wage apart from subsistence, and that 
they were given no opportunity to attend mass. Some encomenderos 
obviously tried to prevent such grievances being aired. If they were 
aired, the abuses were often denied.

The second ‘attack’ on the system was Pinedo’s decreasing 
readiness to grant new encomiendas for the duration o f two lives. 
He reminded the interested parties o f the Cédula o f 1696 and took 
the view that it had to be complied with. This incidentally does not 
mean that Pinedo allocated no more Indians at all from the tim e he 
became governor. He did grant a number o f encomiendas in 1776- 
78. Some of these were temporary concessions (en depósito) to 
persons who were well-disposed towards the governor.47

The third ‘attack’ was his sharp condemnation of the encomienda 
system in a M emorial of 25 May 1775 addressed to the king, in 
which he described the backwardness and wretchedness of the 
province o f Paraguay.48 He referred, for example, to the problems 
caused by the Chaco Indians and the inadequate development of

47 Velázquez 1983:93-4.
48 For a detailed study of Pinedo’s activities and ideas, see: Romero de Viola 

1987:78-97,137-8,142. On pp. 214-62, this author gives the full text o f his 
Informe sobre incorporación de encomiendas, estado de la provincia, o f 25 
May 1775. See further: Benitez 1985:197-8; Saeger 1981:70-5; Sánchez Quell 
1995:211-3; Velázquez 1982a: 155-6.
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agriculture, which meant that wheat and wine had to be imported 
from the la Plata region. Pinedo related the backwardness to the 
continuing existence of the institution of encomienda. The encom en
deros had originally behaved as might have been expected from 
them and they had treated the Indians humanely, but this had later 
changed. They had become cruel tyrants; they did not obey the 
laws if it did not suit them and ignored governors who did not see 
things their way. In his view, the encomenderos o f his tim e were 
among the most prosperous people o f the province, who formed a 
small élite o f about 100 persons out o f a total o f 5,638 vecinos, but 
were sometimes a source of unrest and did not properly fulfil their 
military obligations. The ordinary peasants had therefore repeatedly 
to leave their land, usually at their own expense, to build fo rtines  
far away. They had to be constantly ready to defend the province 
and, as a result, often gave up about half the year in defence 
obligations, including the outward and return journey. In P inedo’s 
time, many country people preferred to seek employment not in 
agriculture, but in river navigation, that yielded more money. But it 
also encouraged emigration and led, in any event, to absence, so 
that the defence burdens became all the more pressing on those who 
were left behind. Pinedo stressed that these defence burdens kept 
the province poor.

The governor was most critical about the encomienda originaria. 
Yanaconas did not live in their own villages, had no land o f their 
own (except the plot that the encomendero had given them on loan), 
they received no wage and were wholly dependent on their master 
for their necessary food, clothing, yerba and other things. The 
master generally gave them too little, so that they were poorly fed 
and clad. Their spiritual care also left much to be desired. In fact, 
according to Governor Pinedo, the yanaconas were ordinary slaves, 
in the possession o f arbitrary masters. It was understandable there
fore that both yanaconas and Indians who formed part o f encom ien
das m itarias regularly tried to flee. The picture that Pinedo drew 
was not wholly accurate, because abuses occurred, not only among 
the yanaconas, but also in the indigenous villages. The clergy or 
lay adm inistrators, to whose leadership these villages had been 
entrusted, demanded things from the Indians to which they had no
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right and often made the Indians work longer than they were 
officially obliged to.

Governor Pinedo considered that the encomienda system should 
disappear, that the Indians could pay a reasonable tax directly to the 
Crown and that defence could be organised more effectively with 
these revenues. There should be a professional militia o f 600 men, 
the costs o f which would be borne by the Real Hacienda. This 
m odernisation would benefit the economy, because the ordinary 
citizens would then have more time for economic activities, such as 
agriculture, which would again benefit the exchequer. W ith these 
suggestions, Pinedo initiated the reform of defence. In his view, 
m oreover, settlements would have to be founded in western Para
guay to reduce the problems with the Chaco Indians.

In view o f Pinedo’s attitude and the resultant changing public 
opinion, it is not surprising that some vecinos relinquished their 
encomienda originaría  and the interest in Negro slaves increased: 
there was as yet no thought of abolishing slavery and, moreover, 
slaves were cheaper.49

P inedo’s successors continued the policy broadly. The last gover- 
nors-intendant, in fact, worked towards further integration o f the 
Indians into the rest of colonial society, for example, by making 
them learn Spanish and removing their status of encomendado. No 
more encomiendas were granted for the duration of one or two 
lives, at the most they were granted tem porarily, but whether this 
was done was wholly dependent on the attitude o f the governor. 
Encomiendas which fell vacant were incorporated into the Crown. 
W hile the potential mitaria  population (i.e ., the number o f men 
between the ages of 18 and 50) was relatively stable in the eight
eenth century and even increased in the last quarter, the number of 
encomiendas decreased and the number of vacant ones increased. 
The latter appears, for example, from the following figures: in 
1774, no vacant encomiendas mitarias were mentioned, in 1778, 
there were already two, there were ten in 1784 and at least seven

49 Pastore 1972:83.
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teen in c. 1790.50 It goes without saying that the Spanish élite 
were far from pleased with the new policy.

In 1802, Governor Lázaro de Rivera y Espinosa de los M onteros 
(1796-1806) incorporated encomiendas mitarias which were then 
falling vacant into the Spanish Crown. His measure put an end to 
the burdensome performance o f personal services by the population 
o f nine pueblos de indios (Tobatí, Atyrá, Altos, Yaguarón, Itá, 
Guaram baré, Ypané, Caazapá and Yuty). The governor decreed 
that there should be puestos funcionarios de la Real Hacienda, with 
the task o f ensuring that the tax which the tributarios would pay 
could be collected by the authorities and would therefore directly 
benefit the Spanish exchequer. Governor Lázaro de Rivera reported 
on 19 January 1803 that the last 42 encomiendas which were then 
still extant in Paraguay had been incorporated into the Crown. A 
royal response followed in May 1803: it was proclaimed by Cédula 
Real that all the poblaciones guaraníes in Paraguay had been freed 
from their encomienda  obligations and the instruction that all the 
indigenous population groups in America were to be incorporated 
into the Spanish Crown was repeated.51

The institution o f encomienda had disappeared at the beginning 
o f independence (1811), subject to a few exceptions. There were 
still a few normally functioning encomiendas at that time, which 
shows that Lázaro de Rivera had, in fact, painted too rosy a picture 
in 1803. However, the encomienda had completely lost its im por
tance by then, both economically and as a status symbol. Landow- 
nership and cattle had increasingly taken its place as the new status 
symbols. In 1812, the Junta Superior Gubernativa, under Fulgencio 
Yegros, abolished the few remaining encomiendas. The ex-enco
mendados were to be given their freedom and were to be accom m o
dated in the villages which were the most suitable for the purpose, 
having regard to the public interest of Paraguay. It must be assu
med that the reference here was to yanaconas. The Indians inciden
tally remained subject to the obligation to supply labour, when

50 Saeger 1981:78.
51 Gutiérrez 1983:12; Pastore 1972:58; Saeger 1981:82; Spangenberg 1992:17; 

Velázquez 1982a: 161.
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required, for the carrying out o f certain public works and amenities 
and could also be recruited to gather yerba. These ‘m andam ientos’ 
did not come to an end until 1842.52

By the end o f the eighteenth century, the encomienda in Spanish 
America had already become more of an outdated institution, a 
‘feudal’ relict. The encomienda mitaria was certainly no longer the 
most efficient way o f making use of Indian labour. Yet the system 
did not disappear spontaneously in Paraguay. It came to an end 
only because of orders from the Spanish Crown and because vari
ous governors-intendant actually proceeded to implement the policy 
aimed at by Madrid. The orders from the Crown were based partly 
on hum anitarian and partly on development-oriented motives, while 
considerations o f royal supremacy also played a role. Developments 
were no different elsewhere in Spanish Am erica.53

Data about the labour potential of the encomienda villages in the 
late colonial period are not available for all years, but they can be 
partly gauged from the population numbers o f the Indian villages. 
For the last quarter o f  the eighteenth century, Saeger has compiled 
the data for six pueblos de indios for which information was availa
ble for the whole period. Table 14.4 dem onstrates, according to 
Saeger, that there was again for the first time in a long period a 
growing potential o f mitarios. The attempts at abolition, which 
were being increasingly systematically undertaken by the authori
ties, must therefore have been all the more a source o f discontent 
and annoyance. The anti-Spanish feelings strengthened by these 
attempts most certainly encouraged the striving for independence. 
In the eyes o f the encomendero  élite, the abolition o f the enco
mienda  meant that they were being deprived of the few privileges 
which they did enjoy without being immediately completely relieved 
of the burdens (especially the defence of the province). They felt 
betrayed.54

51 Saeger 1981:83; Spangenberg 1992:18; Velázquez 1966b:37-8; Velázquez
1986b: 181; Williams 1979:12.

53 Saeger 1981:83-5.
54 Whigham 1995:174.
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Other causes than government measures also partly underlay the 
decline and disappearance of the two types o f encomienda. The 
most important o f these was undoubtedly the continuing miscegena
tion. This miscegenation was most intense in Asunción. It occurred 
among yanaconas, (fugitive or tem porarily working there) mitayos, 
free Indians, Negroes, mulattoes and whites, and led to a breaking- 
down and blurring of the originally clearly present social stratifica
tion o f the population.55 The continuing racial mixing did not 
necessarily mean an automatic decrease in the amount o f available 
labour. The descendants of half-castes often continued to ‘hang’

Table 14.4. Available mitario population by village during the 
period o f abolition o f the encomienda system.

Y e a r /p o p u la t io n A ty ra A l to s Tobatí Yaguarón Ytá Guarambaré

1 7 7 4
T o ta l 948 899 864 1,475 952 256
Present 903 848 812 1,398 899 236

1 7 7 8
T o ta l 960 911 815 1,549 886 263
Present 904 853 758 1,496 834 240

1 7 8 4 - 8 5
T o ta l 956 889 923 1,630 914 257
Present 894 828 875 1,598 881 249

1 7 9 0
T o ta l 1,096 970 1,046 1,821 1,017 310
Present 973 869 959 1,624 952 486

1 8 0 2
T o ta l 1,158 1,066 1,262 2,019 1,091 508
Present 978 909 1,102 1,745 1,022 486

Growth in  %
(1774-1803) 8.3 7.1 35.7 24.8 19.9 105.9

Source: Saeger 1981:79. Present = exc lu d in g  f u g i t i v e s . The f i g u r e s
in c lu d e  vacant 
those g iven  in

encomi endas 
Chapter 34.

. The f i g u re s  f o r 1784-5 d i f f e r somewhat from

55 Pastore 1972:83.
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around the houses o f the former encomenderos and were prepared 
to perform  all kinds o f work in exchange for food and clothing. 
Nor could the racial mixing be wholly stopped in the pueblos de 
indios which fell under the encomienda regime, certainly not where 
a number o f foráneos  settled within the village territory. The 
descendants o f this miscegenation were free, at least as soon as they 
were recognised as mestizoes by the governor.

Another cause of decline were the successful flight attempts by 
Indians, both mitayos and originarios. They came to realise increa
singly that an open labour system - the performance o f wage labour 
at times when it suited themselves - was more advantageous and 
attractive for them. In other words, they hoped to gain a better 
living and, in any event, more freedom through flight. The Indians 
from  Villa Rica sought mainly to escape to Brazil; those from  the 
area o f Asunción to the la Plata area.

Annex 14.1. Overview o f the statistics relating to encom iendas, 
encom enderos, indios originarios and indios m itayos, c. 1600- 
1803

a. R e tu rns f o r  th e  end  o f  the  six teen th  a n d  beg inn ing  o f  th e  seven teen th  
century

Detailed figures are unfortunately lacking for the end of the sixteenth and 
beginning of the seventeenth century. There are only a few summary 
returns. According to a M em oria  de  las p o b la c io n es  from the end of the 
sixteenth century, the number of Indians who had been entrusted to 
citizens o f Asunción and lived together in villages lying within a radius of 
seven leguas  of the capital, amounted to about 3,000.56

Pastells (cited by Service), writing about the period immediately before 
1612, states that there were then three settlements with about 1,000 
m itayos  at a distance of six to seven leguas  from Asunción, but since the 
Spaniards also recruited their labour from much farther away, there must 
in reality have been more. It appears, in fact, from the labour legislation

56 Moreno 1985:166; Service 1954:55.
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of Governor Ramírez de Velasco that they came from 40 leguas  or 
more.57

Mora Mérida concludes from a M em oria  de  los p u eb lo s  d e  ind io s  
cristianos e  in fie les  of about 1610 that a total of about 16,200 Indians who 
were subject to the encom ienda  regime lived in Asuncion and its environs, 
excluding the Chaco. Since women, children and the elderly fell outside 
this regime, the number of m itayos  was probably about 3,500-4,000, 
which appears to correspond quite well with the return from the end o f the 
sixteenth century. The number of encom enderos  in the whole of Paraguay 
was then probably 300; about 200 lived in Buenos Aires, Corrientes and 
Concepción del Bermejo. Mora Mérida considers it not unlikely that the 
300 encom enderos  disposed of about 10,000 en co m en d a d o s ,58

Vázquez de Espinosa reports that Paraguay had 250 encom enderos  in 
1623 out of a total o f some 650 vecinos. He lists as reductions in the 
com arca  of Asunción: Elita ( =  Itá) with 500 Indians, Yaguarón with 400, 
as well as Altos, Tobati, Tuyabacoba (which means viejo  sin  cara  - old 
and faceless), Yuti (with over 600 Indians), Guarambe and many oth
ers.59 The Jesuit, Ruiz de Montoya, who was writing during roughly the 
same period, states that Villa Rica had 130 vecinos and that nine Indian 
settlements were situated within its jurisdiction. At that time, the popula
tion of each indigenous settlement almost certainly fell under several 
encom enderos, because there were 250 encom enderos  in Asunción alone 
while, according to Service, at most 25 Indian settlements were situated in 
Asuncion’s sphere of influence. This gave an average of about 10 en co 
m ien d a s  per village. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, an 
en com ienda  contained a maximum of 50 Indians. Alfaro even reported a 
village that contained 50 encom iendas. Many encom enderos  had fewer 
than ten Indians at the beginning of the seventeenth century, sometimes 
only two or three, and many people complained about the small num
bers.60 As we have mentioned, the Jesuits also noted in about 1620 that 
the majority of encom iendas  were small. Many had only six or seven 
Indians or still fewer.

Another area with encom ienda  villages was el Guairá, where, according 
to Ruy Díaz de Guzmán, there were about 40,000 Indian hearths in c. 
1600. The villages existed until the incursions of the ba n d e ira n tes , which

57 Service 1954:72-3.
58 Mora Mérida 1973:187-8; Mora Mérida 1974a:359; Mora Mérida 1974b:58-9.
59 Vázquez de Espinosa 1969:447-8.
60 Service 1954:72-4.
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were to lead to the destruction of Ciudad Real and the relocation of Villa 
Rica. The returns differ, however, about the number of villages near the 
two settlements (from five to nine) and it is not known how many inhabi
tants they had, although some sources do report that about 4,500-5,000 
Indians from these villages escaped the raids of the Portuguese. Some of 
the encom endados  belonging to owners of encom iendas  from Villa Rica 
and Ciudad Real lived in settlements which had been founded by the 
Jesuits; the indigenous villages of the Mbaracayú region also sheltered 
encom endados  of the two towns. The latter villages possibly housed about 
2,000 souls in c. 1630.61

b. The census o f  A ndrés G arabito  de  León

Not many more details are known of the first half o f the seventeenth 
century than the above. Rather more figures are available, however, for 
the period around 1650, thanks to the census which Andrés Garabito de 
León conducted during his v is ita , but ultimately these are also rather 
limited. He only supplies, in fact, figures of the total Indian population 
(subdivided into orig inario s  and living in p u eb lo s  de  ind ios) and the 
number o f encom iendas  per village (Table 14.5). How many persons 
obliged to perform labour each encom ienda  contained is unknown. How
ever, comparison of the population figures with the number of en co m ien 
d a s  per village does show that the majority of encom iendas  must have 
been small to very small (which was contrary to Alfaro’s recommendati
ons).62 What was remarkable in that period was the large number of 
absent persons in the villages who were involved in the transport o f goods 
to the la Plata towns. In many instances, these were persons who had fled 
either temporarily or permanently. Many m arineros  (crewmen on the river 
navigation) and arrieros  (drivers o f beasts of burden) continued to hang 
around in these towns after they had delivered their cargo. It appears from 
the inspection carried out by the same Garabito de León in Corrientes and 
Santa Fe that these two Spanish towns exerted an attraction not only on 
Indians from the province of Paraguay, but also from such towns as 
Santiago del Estero, Talavera de Esteco and San Miguel de Tucumán.63

61 Garavaglia 1983:111,114-5; 162,168.
62 Mora Mérida 1973:207.
53 Garavaglia 1983:182.
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Table 14.5. The indigenous population of Paraguay and the number 
encomiendas in 1651-2, by region and settlement.

of

R eg ion /S e t t lem en t T o ta l Number Persons Absent
Present o f  Eneo per enco- A b s o l . %
P o p u la t io n  miendas mi enda

Vil lages o f  M baracayú
Cande l a r i  a 1,006 42 24 116 10
Terecañy 408 10 41 24 6
Y b y ra p a r iya ra 312 5 62 30 9
Mbaracayú 130 4 32 16 11

T o ta l 1,856 61 30 186 9

Originarios o f  M baracayú
Vi I la  Rica 313 28 11 70 18
T a lave ra  de l Rey 885 58 15 228 20

T o ta l 1,198 86 14 298 20

Vil lages north
o f  Asunc ión
Ypané 678 23 29 70 9
A t i  rá 455 23 20 36 7
Guarambaré 367 23 16 36 9
Arecayá 306 10 31 94 23

T o ta l 1,806 79 23 236 12

Originarios
o f  Asunc ión 2,183 167 13 244 10

Vi l lages near Asunc ión
Yaguarón 1,043 16 65 72 6
Los A l to s 604 20 30 41 6
Tobatí 427 11 39 29 6
San B e n i to  de Yois 100 8 12 13 11

T o ta l 2,174 55 40 155 7

Franciscan reduct ions
Yuty 1,889 25 76 12 1
Caazapá 1,704 34 50 28 2
I tá 1,550 42 37 112 7

T o ta l 5,143 101 51 152 3

Grand T o ta l *  14,360 549 26 1,271 8

Source: G a ravag l ia  1983:178,221 ( s u b je c t  to  m inor c o r r e c t i o n s ) . 
*  = e x c lu d in g  San Ig n ac io  Guazú.
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c. The census of 1674

The most detailed information for the seventeenth century is contained in 
the R elación  d e  ias E ncom iendas  of Alonso Fernández Ruano, dated 22 
July 1674.64 This census was conducted on the orders of Governor Felipe 
Rege Corvalán, who travelled through the province during the years 1672- 
3 to gather the necessary information himself.

According to the R elación , the jurisdiction o f Asunción, had 159 holders 
of encom iendas  (Table 14.6). Velázquez gives a total of 156: 58 of these 
were d e  p r im era  vida, 91 in segunda  vida, four in prim era  y  segunda  vida  
(as a consequence of the combining of several encom iendas) and two in 
tercera  v ida , while the status of one was unclear. Forty holders had come 
into the possession of two or more encom iendas, as a result of which there 
were 263 encom iendas  (including vacant ones). The dates of awarding the 
en co m ien d a s  varied widely.

According to Velázquez, there were 20 female beneficiaries (en co 
m en d era s), each of them the heir o f an encom ienda , i.e. d e  segunda  vida. 
There were also one under-age encom endero  of 14 years and a married 
couple, with the husband and wife each owning an encom ienda . One 
encom endero  was absent.

The 263 encom iendas  contained 3,224 tr ibu ta rio s . The largest en co 
m ien d a  was that of Don Gabriel de Vera y Aragón. It contained 129 
present and two absent tr ibu ta rio s. They lived in the villages of Yaguaron, 
Caazapá and Guarambaré. His encom ienda  was de segunda  vida  and had 
been acquired in 1615 as a single grant. The second and third encom iendas  
in terms of size were those of Diego de Vargas and General Francisco 
Sánchez de la Barrera, with 97 and 96 tr ibu ta rio s , respectively, although

64 For this Relación of 1674, see: Mora Merida 1973:331-51. He gives for each 
settlement the names of the original title holders, any heirs (son, daughter, 
widow or grandchild) who owned the encomienda in 1674, the year in which 
the encomiendas were granted, the number of encomiendas owned by the 
encomendero in question, the number of lives for which the encomienda was 
granted and the number of Indians belonging to the encomienda(s) in 1674. 
Because of its length, the complete name list o f encomenderos is not included 
in this Annex. Spangenberg (1992:20) comments on Mora M érida’s return that 
he has not literally reproduced the documents and partly presents the data in an 
incomprehensible manner. For the Relación o f 1674, see also Velazquez 
1982a: 132,136-41. The figures given by this author differ somewhat from those 
which can be computed from the original data given by Mora Mérida. For the 
return for San Ignacio Guazú, see also Blumers 1992:74-5.
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the latter actually consisted of eight accumulated encom iendas. The other 
encom iendas  were considerably smaller (Table 14.8).

Table 14.6 . The number of encom enderos, encom iendas  and en com enda-
d o s  in Asunción and Villa Rica, according 
Governor Felipe Rege Corvalán in 1674.

to the census conducted by

P la ce / Number Number Number o f
Holder o f  h o l  o f  enco- in d io s

ders mi endas encomendados*

J u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  A s u n c i ó n

Vecinos w i th  1 encomienda 114 114 1343
Vecinos w i th  2 encomiendas 20 40 589
Vecinos w i th  3 encomiendas 11 33 445
Vecinos w i th  4 encomiendas 3 12 101
Vecinos w i th  5 encomiendas 3 15 128
Vecinos w i th  6 encomiendas 1 6 15
Vecinos w i th  7 encomiendas 0 0 0
Vecinos w i th  8 encomiendas 1 8 96

El Rey (Teso re ro  Real) 1 1 30
The Governor** 1 1 13
The J e s u i t  Co l lege 1 1 8
The Convent o f  the Dominicans 1 1 2
The Cathedra l (Vacant) 1 2 22

Vacant ' P r i v a t e '  Encomiendas - 28 419

The Convent o f  the Mercedarians
(encomienda de zambos) 1 1 13

T o ta l 159 263 3224

V i l l a  R i c a / G u a i r á

Vecinos w i th  1 encomienda 53 53 341
Vecinos w i th  2 encomiendas 5 10 93
Vacant encomiendas - 6 63

T o ta l 58 69 497

Grand T o ta l 217 334 3721

Source: Mora Mérida 1973:331-51.
*  Present and absent and w i th o u t  making a d i s t i n c t i o n  between in d io s  
m i t a r i o s  and in d io s  yanaconas.
* *  See note  65.
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The oldest encom iendas {de tercera  vida) dated from 1569, which meant 
that they had been granted under the government o f Felipe de Cáceres. 
The oldest encom endero  was Lorenzo Garcete, who had obtained his 
encom ienda  in 1598 under a m erced  of Hemandarias and had thus already 
enjoyed its fruits for 76 years. It was therefore still an encom ienda  de  
p r im era  vida , although it was not especially large, since it contained six 
tr ib u ta rio s , who lived in Atyrá. The ‘youngest’ encom endero  was Pedro 
Luján, who had acquired his labour only two years previously, in 1672.

In the p u eb lo  d e  ind io  of San Lorenzo de los Altos there was an 
encom ienda  d e l rey. It had certainly already existed for forty years, and 
perhaps already from the foundation of the village, and its management 
was entrusted to the tesorero  ju e z  o fic ia l d e  las reales ca jas d e  A sunc ión . 
The 28 tribute-paying persons present in 1674, together with the two 
absent ones, belonging to this encom ienda , paid their tribute by gathering 
the h a c ien d a  d e l rea l (tax in kind) in the province of Paraguay, weighing 
it, packing it and transporting it to the river by cart. From there they were 
responsible for the loading on board and further transport to Santa Fe. The 
tax consisted primarily of yerba, tobacco, sugar, cotton and cloth. A 
number of Indians were always engaged in this weighty task. Velázquez 
observed of this encom ienda  d e l rey  that the performance of all these 
transport operations often resulted in some Indians not returning and that 
this caused the authorities concern, but that this was evidently no obstacle 
to providing the tax authorities with a system of support. According to 
Velázquez, the same village of Altos also had an encom ienda  d e l g o b ie r 
n o .65 The tr ib u ta rio s  belonging to it accompanied the governors and 
captains-general on their journeys of inspection through the province 
during sixty days of the year and also performed various more domestic 
duties for them. If all this took up more than two months, they were paid 
for the extra days. There was again no foundation document for this 
en co m ien d a , so that the age was not precisely known. The R elación  
recorded 11 tr ib u ta rio s  present and two absent for this encom ienda . 
According to a census of 1754 (see below), these two government en co 
m iendas  still existed in the mid-eighteenth century.

There were also two encom iendas  belonging to the Dominican friary 
and the Jesuit college, which had been granted in 1631 (by Governor Luis 
de Céspedes García Xeria) and in 1595 (by Lieutenant-General Bartolomé 
de Sandoval y Ocampo), respectively; they had been extended by later

65 This encomienda is mentioned by Velázquez but, for unknown reasons, not 
included in the original data given by Mora Mérida.
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confirmations. The Dominicans had two tr ibu ta rio s  out of a total o f 14 
persons, and the Jesuits eight tr ibu ta rio s  (including one absent) out o f a 
total o f 47 persons. Governor Rege Corvalán declared both encom iendas  
n u las  during his inspection tour, because the titles were not en reg ia .66 
The Mercedarian monastery owned some fa m il ia s  de  m u la to s za m b a ig o s  
(zambos) which it had received from Governor Ramírez de Velasco en  
d ep ó sito  in 1597, but had later been permanently allocated. The house
holds lived on land owned by the Mercedarians at a distance of three 
leguas  from the capital (this was probably the estancia  Areguá and the 
stated distance is not wholly correct). The number of tr ibu ta rio s  was 13 
and the total number of zambos was 99.

The R elación  further made mention of the fact that the Jesuit mission of 
San Ignacio Guazu contained a p a rc ia lid a d  de  ind ios  which fell outside the 
encom ienda  regime, because they had only recently been reduced and 
some of the Indians were still unbaptised catechumens. They included 28 
Indians who had reached the age when they were liable for tribute.

There were, lastly, in the jurisdiction of Asunción 28 ‘private’ en co 
m ien d a s  which had fallen vacant through the death of the last heir or for 
other reasons. Together with the two vacant encom iendas  of the Cathedral 
and the two encom iendas  of the Dominicans and Jesuits which had been 
declared nu las, the number rose to 32. They contained 451 persons who 
were liable for tribute.

In Villa Rica, that was not yet situated at its present location in 1674, but 
south o f the Cordillera de Mbaracayú, 58 encom enderos  were recorded in 
the census of Rege Corvalán, with 63 encom iendas, as five of the en co 
m en d ero s  each had two encom iendas. Velázquez mentions 59 en co m en d e
ros , but adds that Corvalán’s inspection resulted in one encom ienda  being 
declared invalid. Twenty-five of the 58 encom enderos  were en p rim era  
vida , 30 persons were heirs (segunda vida), two encom enderos  had to be 
categorised both as p rim era  and segunda  vida  and only one encom endero  
could be classified as third generation. There were five female beneficia
ries and the oldest title dated from 1597. The Indians of the en com iendas  
were all o rig in a rio s  living in Villa Rica or reducidos  of the village of 
Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria, that would disappear from the map in 
1676 through the actions of the bandeiran tes. According to Velázquez,

66 For further details o f the encomiendas belonging to the religious houses, see 
Mora Merida 1973:201-3.
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there were 33 encom iendas  which contained both m itayos  and ya n a co n a s  
under a single title.

Attention was drawn to two special cases. The first was that o f o rig in a 
rios from Asunción who had settled in Villa Rica, because their en co m en 
dero  had already come to live there twenty years previously; the Spaniard 
concerned also possessed an encom ienda  of ind ios m itayos  in Guarambaré, 
in the district of the capital. The other special case was that o f an enco 
m endero  established in Villa Rica, who had inherited an en com ienda  de  
ind io s o rig in a rio s  from Asunción in the second generation.

The encom enderos  were without exception residents of Villa Rica, as 
was also required by law. Fifty-four of them had been bom in Villa Rica. 
The great majority declared that they were descended from p o b la d o re s  y  
conqu istadores. There was one who originated from Asunción (see above), 
another came from La Plata (in Charcas) and a third from the principality 
o f Asturias, but all three had lived from ten to thirty years in Villa Rica. 
The origin of one widow, the heir of her husband from Asunción, was not 
known.

The 63 encom iendas  contained 434 tr ibu tarios. A further six en co m ien 
d a s , with 63 persons liable to pay tribute, had fallen vacant through death, 
which brought the total number of encom iendas  to 69.

To sum  up, the R elación  shows that there were altogether 334 (vacant and 
non-vacant) encom iendas, containing 3,721 Christian Guaranies o f tribute- 
paying age (including those absent) in Paraguay in 1674, which works out 
at an average of 11. The 296 non-vacant encom iendas  had been allocated 
to 214 encom enderos. These were not very impressive figures. The 
number clearly reflects the steep decline in the indigenous population as a 
consequence o f disease and death (including an epidemic in 1615) and the 
aggression of the bandeiran tes. Another reason was, of course, the 
creation of mission villages by the Jesuits, housing Indians who were 
exempt from personal service as a m itario  or yanacona .

All the non-govemment encom iendas  belonged to inhabitants o f Asun
ción and Villa Rica, the only urban settlements of the province of Para
guay at that time; the other towns had either become part of the province 
o f la Plata (Corrientes, Santa Fe, Buenos Aires) or had disappeared 
through bandeiran te  and Indian attacks (Ciudad Real, Santiago de Jerez 
and Concepción del Bermejo).
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T able 14 .7 . The number of ind ios encom endados  in 1674 by place of 
domicile, divided into present and absent, according to the census conduc
ted by Governor Felipe Rege Corvalán.

Place Ind ians
Present

Ind ians
Absent

T o ta l

Asunci ón 459 67 526
A l to s 117 13 130
Ytá 311 42 353
A ty rá 87 9 96
Cande la r i  a 173 23 196
V i l  la  Rica 285 29 314
Guarambaré 58 2 60
Ybi r a p a r iy a rá 60 9 69
Mbaracayú 23 2 25
Terecañy 111 6 117
Yaguarón 262 15 277
Yo i s 12 1 13
Tobatí 91 6 97
Arecayá 124 20 144
Ypané 83 5 88
Caazapá 429 33 462
Y u t í 415 34 449
San Ig n ac io  Guazú 311 1 312
D o m ic i le  onknown 50 5 55

T o ta l 3,461 322 3,783*

Source: Mora Mérida 1973:191.
*  A ccord ing  to  Table  14.6, the t o t a l  number o f  encomendados was 3 ,721 , 
which means t h a t  th e re  i s  some d isc repancy  between the  t o t a l  g ive n  by 
Mora Mérida and the  t o t a l  which was computed by us ing  the  o r i g i n a l  data 
p u b l is h e d  by him. Mora Mérida has u n fo r t u n a te ly  presented  the  p r im a ry  
da ta  in  such a way t h a t  i t  was im poss ib le  to  f i n d  out how he a r r i v e d  a t  
the  f i g u r e  o f  3 ,783 .

Table 14.7 gives a picture of the geographical distribution of the en co m en 
d a d o s. Asuncion and Villa Rica were the places of residence of y a n a c o 
nas; the sixteen p u eb lo s  d e  ind ios  those of m itayos.

The data in Table 14.7 about the number of absent Indians, 8.5 per 
cent of the total, are also of interest. These were not Indians who were 
temporarily not living in their villages because of activities elsewhere, but 
Indians who had fled and persons who were working outside their village 
illegally, i.e. without licencia . In the latter instance they were often 
reported as ‘fled' in order to avoid difficulties during inspections.
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Table 14.8 gives a division by size for 251 'e n c o m ie n d a s '.67 The 29 
most privileged encom enderos  - those with 30 Indians or more - together 
had over 1,606 Indians at their disposal, which was 43 percent of the total 
number of encom endados. Among the encom enderos there were many 
bearing the names of well-known families long resident in Paraguay, 
which indicates that the Paraguayan élite was a very closed one until that 
time; there was evidently little room for newcomers.68 Another striking 
feature of Table 14.8 is the number of very small encom iendas', 57.4 per 
cent o f the encom iendas  contained fewer than 11 Indians. There were even 
a few encom iendas  which possessed no tr ibu tarios . Mora Mérida suspec
ted that they were retained because they served as a status symbol.69

T able 14 .8 . The distribution of 'encom iendas ' by size (number of Indians) 
in 1674 (including vacant encom iendas), according to the census conducted 
by Governor Felipe Rege Corvalán.

S ize  c la s s No. of 
encomi endas

Size c lass No. o f  
encomi endas

0 2 51-60 3
1-4 87 61-70 5
5-10 55 71-80 3

11-15 32 81-90 0
16-20 16 91-100 3
21-30 31 over 100 1
31-40 7
41-50 6

T ota l 251

Source: Mora Mérida 1973:331-51; The f i g u re s  g iven  by the  same Mora 
Mérida (1973 :197-8 )  and by G u t ié r re z  (1983:11) d i f f e r  from those in  the 
t a b le ,  which have been c a lc u la te d  from the o r i g i n a l  data  g iven  by Mora 
M ér ida.

Mora Mérida analysed the data from 1674 in relation to the year o f award 
and noted that there had been two periods, in particular, in which many 
encom iendas  had been granted: a) the period 1629-31, in which the 
province was governed by Luis de Céspedes García Xería (1628-31) and

67 ‘Encomiendas’ in Table 14.8 means: the number o f encomenderos (a number o f 
whom owned several encomiendas) plus the number of vacant encomiendas.

68 Mora Mérida 1973:197-8.
69 M ora Mérida 1973:205.
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b) 1641-47, in which Governor Gregorio de Hinestrosa was in charge. 
Forty-five new title-holders benefited under the first governor and 62 
under the second. Under all other governors the number was considerably 
smaller. Although the number was also quite high under Governor Garay 
y Saavedra (1653-56) (i.e. 26), many o f the titles which were granted 
under this governor concerned aggregations or extensions because of the 
personal services of the heirs of the original title-holders. Mora Mérida 
relates the large number of grants under Governor Céspedes to the fact 
that many Indians in el Guaira fled their villages at that time to escape the 
attacks of the bandeiran tes. Many fled to Asunción and were allocated 
there. This allocation obviously benefited mainly the Spaniards who were 
favourably disposed towards the governor. The large number of grants 
under Governor Hinestrosa is related to the latter’s action against the 
Guaycurúes and Payaguás. The Indians who were taken prisoner in this 
action were brought to Asunción or housed in the p u eb lo s  d e  ind io s  
situated near the capital. This means that the majority of the encom iendas  
granted by Hinestrosa involved ind ios orig inario s, with inhabitants of 
Asunción as beneficiaries.70

d. The censuses o f  1682 a n d  1688

The information from 1682 is much more limited. In that year Bishop 
Casas informed the Spanish king that the province of Paraguay had 38,666 
inhabitants, distributed over one ciudad  (Asunción), one villa  d e  e spaño les  
(Villa Rica del Espíritu Santo) and 16 Guarani villages, including surroun
ding districts. The population included a total of 30,323 Christian Gua
ranies. 2,517 of them - distributed over 499 households - belonged to the 
category of ya n a co n a s  (2,075 in the district of Asunción and 442 in that of 
Villa Rica). The remaining Christian Indians lived in the indigenous 
settlements, distributed as follows:

- 3,429 in six p u eb lo s  de  ind ios  of secular priests (Altos, Atyrá, 
Tobatí, Ypané, Guarambaré and Yaguarón);
- 5,307 in three Franciscan villages (Itá, Caazapá, Yuty);
- 19,070 in seven Jesuit missions (Nuestra Señora de Fe, San Ignacio- 
Guazú, Santiago de Caaguazú, Itapúa, Loreto, San Ignacio-Miní and 
Corpus).

70 M ora Mérida 1973:193-7.
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Bishop Casas’ return is rather broad brush; there is no breakdown by age 
and sex, so that it is not to estimate how many tr ib u ta rio s  there were. As 
stated earlier, apart from a high proportion of the population of San 
Ignacio Guazú, the Indians who lived in the Jesuit missions were exempted 
from personal services.71

Asunción then had 130 vecinos fe u d a ta r io s  (encom enderos) and Villa 
Rica had 37, making up a total of 167. That was fewer than in 1674, but 
this is understandable in view of the events after 1674 (b a n deiran te  
attacks). The census makes clear that the majority of Spaniards were not 
encom enderos. Asunción had a total of only 130 vecinos fe u d a ta r io s  as 
against 819 m oradores /cabezas d e  fa m ilia ;  Villa Rica had 37 en com ende
ros, as against 119 m oradores. The vast majority o f the population 
consisted of ordinary, if not to say poor, Spaniards (principally mestizoes). 
The majority of encom enderos  were incidentally not rich, because the 
majority of encom iendas  were small.72

Table 14.9. The number of encom iendas m ita r ia s  in 10 p u eb lo s  d e  ind io s  
and the number of ind ios yanaconas  in 1688.

Vi 11 age No. of 
enco- 
mi endas

No. o f  in d io s  
t r i b u t a r i o s ,  
or  yanaconas

San Ig n a c io  Guazú 19 448
San F ranc isco  de Yuty 20 323
San José de Caazapá 27 325
San B las de I t á 39 287
San Buenaventura de Yaguarón 13 174
San Lorenzo de los A l to s 21 171
San F ranc isco  de A ty rá 18 73
Limpia  Concepción de Tobatí 7 72
Todos los  Santos de Guarambaré 14 58
San Pedro de Ypané 16 54

T o ta l  (10 v i l l a g e s ) 194 1,985

O r ig i n a r io s  (yanaconas) 111 420

T o ta l 305 2,405

Source: Velázquez 1982:142-3.

71 Velazquez 1982:125,131.
72 Medina 1996:43.
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For 1688 we possess a concise statistical summary compiled by Governor 
Francisco de Monforte. In that year, there were 194 encom iendas  in the 
province of Paraguay, comprising 1,985 m itayos  and 9,925 persons. There 
were also 111 encom iendas ya naconas, comprising 420 persons. The 194 
encom iendas d e  m itayos  contained Indians from ten p u eb lo s  de  ind ios  (see 
Table 14.9).73

e. The census o f  G overnor M artín  de  B arúa  o f  1726

Table 14.10 summarises the figures for 1726. They relate to the total 
population and not only to the number of tr ibu ta rio s . Thirty encom iendas  
m ita r ia s  were vacant in the whole province in 1724, which was indicative 
of a ‘state of disarray’, according to Saeger, related to the political unrest 
of those years.74

73 Velázquez 1982a: 142-3.
74 Saeger 1981:67.
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Table 14.10. The encomienda population according to the inspection by 
Governor Martín de Barda (1726).

S e t t lem en t Present 
Popu- 
l a t  i on

No. o f  
Enco- 
mi endas

Persons Absent Popula- 
per en- t i  on 
comienda A bso l .  %

T o ta l  
Present 
+ Absent

O r i g i n a r i o s

Asunc i ón 805 66 12 140 15 945
V i l l a  Rica 252 20 13 52 17 304

T o ta l 1,057 86 12 192 15 1,249

V i l l a g e s  o f  
s e c u l a r  p r i e s t s

Yaguarón 819 9 91 56 6 875
Los A l t o s 591 14 42 50 8 641
Toba t í 368 8 46 39 10 407
Ypané 170 7 24 16 9 186
Guarambaré 143 4 36 14 9 157
A ty rá 431 13 33 35 7 466

T o ta l 2,522 55 46 210 8 2,732

F r a n c i s c a n
v i l l a g e s

Yuty 1,182 13 91 234 16 1,416
Caazapá 1,299 17 76 119 8 1,418
I tá 688 15 46 120 15 808
I ta p é 90 - - - - 6 6 96

T o ta l 3,259 45 72 479 13 3,738

Grand T o ta l 6,838 186 37 881 11 7,719

Source: G aravag l ia  1983:224 ( s u b je c t  to  m inor c o r r e c t io n s ) .
In  th e  th re e  f i r s t  mentioned Franc iscan  v i l l a g e s ,  l i v e d  some In d ia ns  who 
were no t  encomendados w h i le ,  in  I ta p é ,  even a l l  the  In d ians  were exemp
te d .  A ccord ing  to  G aravag l ia ,  the  number o f  in d io s  encomendados in  the  
fo u r  v i l l a g e s  was th e re fo re  not 3 ,259 , but 3 ,131 . Table  3 2 .7  c o n ta in s  a 
breakdown o f  the  t o t a l  p o p u la t io n  by age group ( a d u l t s ,  c h i l d r e n )  and 
sex. The f i g u r e s  exc lude  San Ignac io  Guazú.
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f .  D te census o f  G overnor Ja im e  de  San J u s t o f  1754

For the mid-eighteenth century, there is a census which was conducted in 
1754 under Governor Jaime de San Just.75 According to this census, 
there were 137 private encom iendas  in the hands of 135 encom enderos  
(two of them each had two encom iendas) and two government en co m ien 
das. The private beneficiaries included 14 women, most o f whom had 
inherited the encom ienda  from their fathers. The census did not make any 
distinction between first, second or third generation. The most important 
encom ienda  was that of Cristóbal Domínguez Ovelar, with 102 tr ib u ta rio s . 
The majority were considerably smaller, however, as appears from Table 
14.11. Spangenberg further concluded that those who had played a leading 
role during the R evo lución  de  los C om uneros  were still in the possession 
of their feudal rights, and that this group was perhaps roughly of the same 
size as the opposing party of that time.76

Table 14.11 reveals that there were two encom iendas  in San Lorenzo 
de los Altos which were not held by private individuals, but by su  m a je 
s ta d  and e l g o b iern o . The first of these encom iendas  had perhaps already 
existed from the foundation of the village and its taxpayers were responsi
ble for the transport of the heavy and voluminous haciendas rea les. This 
encom ienda  also appeared in the census of 1674. There is no information 
about the second encom ienda  in the census, but it may be assumed that it 
is the same encom ienda  as the one referred to in the census of 1674, 
which means that the tribute-payers were in the service of the governor.77

75 The census was published by Spangenberg, 1992. The official who was 
responsible for compiling the original census document was the public writer. 
Blas de Noseda. He distorted a number o f names in processing the data. His 
spellings have been largely retained in Tables 14.11 and 14.12.

76 Spangenberg 1992:18-25.
77 Spangenberg 1992:26.
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Table 14.11. List of persons, by place, holding encomiendas de indios 
mit arios, stating the number of tributarios and their family members, 
according to the census carried out in 1754 on behalf of Governor Jaime 
de San Just.

Place/encomienda o f  Number o f  Number of
T r i b u t a r i o s  Fam ily  Members

S a n  L o r e n z o  d e  l o s  A l t o s
- su Majestad 23 98
- e l  Gobierno 49 184
- Joseph de Mena 24 88
- Joseph de A la rcón  7 24
- Domingo de Flecha 17 57
- Andrés Bogado 8 17
- Joseph Rodas 5 13
- Onofre de A q u i le ra  4 11

S a n  F r a n c i s c o  d e  A t y r á
- Joseph Franco de Torres  28 82
- Mariana In s a u r ra ld e  3 23
- Juana Franco 4 16
- P lá s id o  de Rodas 13 42
- M iguel F e rrey ra  unknown 60
- M iguel de los  Ri os 2 14
- Juan Jph de la  Cueba 10 29
- María A l fo n so  21 72

N t r a  S r a  d e  la  C o n c e p c i ó n  d e  T o b a t í
- L u is  Nuñez 26 77
- F u lgens io  de Yegros 26 73
- Juan Valdes 22 97
- A n to n io  de Ribas 10 57
- Simeon de Aquino 23 115
- Pedro de la  Mora 3 11

S a n  J o s é  d e  C a a z a p á
- Ig n a c io  Pereyra 35 97
- Bentura  Baez 25 59
- María Franca Baez 20 69
- Juan Jph Duarte  21 59
- P h e l ip e  Lescano 14 35
- Pedro Bogarín  19 41
- Juan de Garay 19 24
- F ranc isco  de Caseres 13 29
- J a v ie r  de Flecha 38 114
- A n to n io  de Imaz 17 58
- Math ias  S a ld iv a r  17 55

S a n  I s i d r o  d e  Y t a p é
- no encomendero - -  55
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Table 14.11. cont.

Place/encomienda o f  Number o f
T r ib u t a r io s

Number o f  
Fam ily  Members

S a n  F r a n c i s c o  d e  Y u t y
- Juan Jph Baez 16 62
- Sebast ián  de Orrego 13 44
- Pedro C a v a l le ro 25 98
- G a b r ie la  de Rodas 21 78
- G rego r io  Granse 1 19
- Asencio  de Vera 14 51
- Ygnacio  Santa Cruz 6 17
- Pedro Joseph B r iz u e la 26 55
- Pedro Pascual Ximenez 5 9
- Sebast ian  Moreno 19 81
- Pedro de Vera 13 47
- Manuel Jaques 1 6

S a n  B u e n a  V e n t u r a  d e  Y a g u a r ó n
- C r is t o b a l  Dominguez de Obelar 102 453
- Juan Riquelme 17 69
- Joseph de Otasu 7 30
- Sa lvador Perez 31 94
- P h e l ip e  Fernandez 30 106
- Pedro de la  Mora 26 87
- Joseph Casco 6 24
- M a u r is io  de P e ra l ta 2 22

N a t i v i d a d  d e  G u a r a m b a r é
- Diego de Avalos 15 80
- C ar los  de Esp inó la 13 61

S a n  B l a s  d e  Y t á
- Rosa Dias Aranda 25 93
- Pedro Pablo Cabrera 11 32
- F ranc isco  C a v a l le ro 12 45
- Fernando Galvan 15 47
- Joseph M e lga re jo 8 27
- María Moreno 41 102
- Ig n a c io  Recalde 6 31
- M iguel Valdez 6 40
- M iguel Monti e l 32 68
- A n to n io  G a l la r s a g o i t i a 10 33
- V ic e n te  Ramirez 6 25
- Juan Jph de Vargas 8 21

S a n  P e d r o  d e  Y p a n é
- Joseph Lu is  Bareyro 8 47
- G rego r io  de Rojas 4 19
- Franco Ximenes 4 19
- B a l th a s a r  Gayoso 4 13

Source: Spangenberg 1992:26-33.
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Table 14.12. List o f vecinos in Asunción, Villa Rica and San Isidro de 
Curuguaty possessing encomiendas originarias, stating the number of 
originarios and the family members, according to the census conducted on 
behalf o f Governor Jaime de San Just in 1754.78

Place/encomendero Number o f  Number o f
O r ig i n a r io s  Family  Members

A s u n c i ó n
- Josepha A n ton ia  de Urrunaga 6 19
- Joseph de Almada 7 40
- Juan de Ortega 2 6
- F ranc isco  de Rojas 5 9
- J a v ie r  Beni tes 1 5
- Juan Gonzalez A 13
- Ramon Blasques 2 6
- Pedro de Otazu 2 9
- F ra n c isco  Valdez 2 8
- M igue l de Esqu ibe l 4 13
- F ranc isco  de Agüero 10 34
- Sebas t ián  Mont i e l  e l  moso 4 13
- Sebas t ián  M on t ie l  e l  v i e j o 4 15
- M iguel A n to n io  Cabrera 3 9
- Joach in  F lo re n c io 1 5
- Ig n a c io  Ximenez 4 5
- María Isa b e l  C a v a l le ro 6 14
- Juan Ig n ac io  de O lasar 1 7
- Josefa  de las  Casas 3 7
- Juan C a v a l le ro 5 24
- Juan Blasques 2 21
- M igue l C a v a l le ro 3 10
- María Pereyra 2 7
- Marcos de E sp inó la 1 9
- A lonso Baes 1 3
- Ig n a c io  de F le i ta s 10 32
- Sa lvador Cavañas 11 37
- Savina Dava los 8 19
- Ig n a c io  Recalde 4 9
- Juan Jph. Miranda - 8
- A n to n io  M on t ie l 2 12
- Franco B a lsan to 1 8
- Franco Guerreros ? 2
- Joseph Merino 2 3
- Prudens io  Corbera - 3
- Esteban de los  Ríos 2 3

78 Like Garavaglia, I have treated the encomendados in Villa Rica and San Isidro 
de Curuguaty as originarios, although this does not appear in so many words 
from the census o f Blas de Noseda, who refers only to encomiendas de yndios 
originarios in relation to Asuncion. The two settlements were not pueblos de 
indios, however, and could therefore not be inhabited by indios mitarios.
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Table 14.12. cont.

P lace/encomendero Number of 
O r ig i n a r io s

Number o f  
Fam ily  Members

A s u n c i ó n  ( c o n t . )
- J a s in to  Paes 3 9
- Math ias Benegas 2 16
- Raphael Penayos 4 15
- P h e l ip e  Guerreros 5 5
- Manuel de Robles 2 5
- Ramón de E sp íno la 2 11
- F ranc isco  S o is la n 1 -
- Ramón Beni tes 3 2
- Diego de León 4 17
- Sant iago  de Vi 11 amai or 2 2

V i l l a r i c a  d e  E s p í r i t u  S a n t o
- Diego Gonzales - 2
- Miguel Zamudio 2 5
- Bentura C a v a l le ro 4 16
- F ranc isco  Duarte 2 8
- F ranc isco  Barúa 2 8
- Esteban Fernández 8 25
- María M e lga re jo - 4
- Juan González Beja rano 2 9
- Domingo Lopes 8 15
- A g u s t ín  Chamorro - 4
- C r is t ó b a l  de V i l l a l b a 5 14
- A lonso B en ites - 2
- Bernabé de V i l l a l b a - 3
- Isabe l  Lopes Duarte - 10
- N a rc iso  Duarte 4 1
- H i l a r i ó n  M ar t ines - 6
- G ars ia  Lopes Duarte 3 6
- Bentura  F ru tos - 6

S a n  I s i d r o  d e  C u r u g u a t y
- S ant iago  de Vi l i a  Iva 4 16
- Juan A n ton io  Gonzales 8 33
- F ranc isco  Fernández de Mora - 4
- I g n a c io  Gonzales Beja rano 1 1

Source: Spangenberg 1992:30-2.
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Table 14.13. Summary of the encomiendas mitarias and encomiendas 
originarias existing in 1754.

Name o f  s e t t le m e n t No. of 
enco- 
mi endas

No. o f  
t r i b u t a r i o s  
( i n d io s  de 
tasa )

No. of 
f a m i l y  
members

E n c o m i e n d a s  m i t a r i a s

San Lorenzo de los  A l to s 8 137 492
San F ranc isco  de A ty rá 8 81* 338
N tra  Sra de la  Concepción de Tobatí 6 110 430
San I s i d r o  de Ytapé - - 55
San José de Caazapá 11 238 640
San F ranc isco  de Yuty 12 160 567
San Buena Ventura  de Yaguarón 8 221 885
San B las  de Ytá 12 180 564
N a t iv id a d  de Guarambaré 2 28 141
San Pedro de Ypané 4 20 98

T o ta l 71 1,175* 4,210

E n c o m i e n d a s  o r i g i n a r i a s

Asunci ón 46 153 529
V i l l a r r i c a  de l E s p í r i t u  Santo 18 40 144
San I s i d r o  de Curuguaty 4 13 54

T o ta l 68 206 727

Grand T o ta l 139 1,381* 4,937

Sources: See the  p reced ing  Tables 14.11 and 14.12.
*  = E xc lud ing  the  number o f  t r i b u t a r i o s  o f  an encomienda f o r  which 

th e re  was no r e tu r n .  San Ignac io  Guazú is  a ls o  m iss ing  from the  r e tu r n .
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Table 14.14. The encomiendas existing in 1754 divided by size class.

S ize  c la sse s  o f  
encomi endas 
mi t a r i  as

No. o f  
enco
mi endas

S ize c lasses  o f  
encomi endas 
o r i g i  n a r i  as

No. o f  
enco
mi endas

0 t r i b u t a r i o s 0 0 t r i b u t a r i o s 12
1-5 t r i b u t a r i o s 13 1 t r i b u t a r i o s 8
6-10 t r i b u t a r i o s 14 2 t r i b u t a r i o s 17

11-20 t r i b u t a r i o s 21 3 t r i b u t a r i o s 6
21-30 t r i b u t a r i o s 16 4 t r i b u t a r i o s 11
31-40 t r i b u t a r i o s 3 5 t r i b u t a r i o s 4
41-50 t r i b u t a r i o s 2 6 t r i b u t a r i o s 2
51-100 t r i b u t a r i o s - 7 t r i b u t a r i o s 1
> 100 t r i b u t a r i o s 1 8 t r i b u t a r i o s 4
Unknown 1 9 t r i b u t a r i o s 0

10 t r i b u t a r i o s 2
11 t r i b u t a r i o s 1

T o ta l 71 Tota l 68

Source: Tables 14.11 and 14.12. The f i g u re s  g iven  by G u t ié r r e z  (1983: 
11) d i f f e r  from these.

Garavaglia states that, according to the census o f Jaime de San Just (dated 
18-1-1754), the total population of originarios (i.e. including family 
members) numbered 756 in 1754, distributed as follows:

Originarios de Asunción 553
Originarios de Villa Rica 149
Originarios de Curuguaty 54

The figures for Asunción and Villa Rica differ somewhat from those in 
Table 14.13 (553 instead of 529, and 149 instead of 144). He adds that the 
total number of tributarios was 215 (206 according to Table 14.13) and 
that this figure differs from the return which the same Governor Jaime de 
San Just sent to the viceroy on 27-5-1760, which referred to 318 tributari
os originarios. In his view, something did not add up in these returns, in 
view of the continuing tendency of the number to decline.79

79 Garavaglia 1983:225.
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g. The census o f  Governor Carlos Morphy o f  1767

For 1767 we possess a census of indios originarios, conducted by Gover
nor Carlos Morphy during his tour of inspection. He recorded 33 enco
miendas: 14 en primera vida, 12 en segunda and 7 en tercera, which 
together contained 155 present and 40 absent originarios (mainly fugiti
ves). There were also four vacant encomiendas. Two encomenderos had 
no Indians of ‘taxpaying age’. Don Ramón de Espínola was the person 
who owned the most Indians: 13 yanaconas,80 No figures were given of 
indios mitayos.

h. The census o f  Governor Pinedo o f  1774

The tables below give a relatively detailed picture of the encomiendas in 
1774 and are self-explanatory. In that year there was a total of only 112 
vecinos feudatarios, while the number of vecinos moradores amounted to 
5,750. The 48 yanacona owners together possessed only 200 Indians 
(since 70 had fled), while the owners of 64 encomiendas mitarias had the 
use of 1,330 Indians for a two-month period; 384 Indians had fled.

80 Velazquez 1982a: 157.
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Table 14.15. List of names of encomenderos and the number of mitarios 
in their encomienda (present, fled and total), by village, according to the 
census conducted in 1774 by Governor Agustín Fernando de Pinedo.

Vi Uage/Encomendero Ind ians

Present Fled Tota

S a n  L o r e n z o  d e  l o s  A l t o s

Real Hacienda* 42 7 49
Governor** 69 22 91
Don Joseph de la  Peña 7 1 8
Don Onofre A g u i le ra 3 2 5
Don Alonso O r t í z 7 3 10
Don Joseph A la rcón 6 1 7
Don F ranc isco  de las  Llamas 36 5 41
Don Gerónimo Flecha 15 9 24

T o ta l  (8 encomiendas) 185 50 235

S a n  F r a n c i s c o  d e  A t y r á

Don F ranc isco  F e r re i ra 23 6 29
Don Joseph F ranc isco  de Torres 37 10 47
Don Joseph de la  Peña 25 5 30
Don Franc isco  J a v ie r  Cavañas 15 1 16
Doña María In s a u r ra ld e 7 3 10
Don Joseph de la  Cueva 9 11 20
Don Joseph de la  Roa 25 12 37

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 141 48 189

N t r a  S r a  d e  la  C o n c e p c i ó n  d e  T o b a t í

Don Joseph Delgado 47 9 56
Don Joseph A. Yegros 23 13 36
Don O le g a r io  de la  Mora 4 3 7
Don Juan Ig n ac io  Baldón 35 13 48
Don Joseph P e ra l ta 3 - 3
Doña Josepha M art ínez 44 7 51
Don A n to n io  Rivas 23 3 26

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 179 48 227
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Table 14.15. cont.

V i l lage/Encomendero Ind ians
Present Fled To ta l

S a n  J o s é  d e  C a a z a p é

Don Joseph de Cáceres 14 2 16
Don N ic o lá s  Peres Grande 11 9 20
Don Matías S a ld iv a r 17 4 21
Don Ig n a c io  Bogar in 16 6 22
Don Jerónimo Flecha 26 10 36
Don Bias P e re i ra 26 10 36
Doña María Báez 5 10 15
Vacant 16 8 24
Doña F e l ip a  Lezcano 1 6 7
Don Pedro Díaz González 6 4 10
Don Juan Joseph Duarte 19 8 27

T o ta l  (11 encomiendas.
o f  which 1 vacan t) 157 77 234

N a t i v i d a d  d e  N u e s t r a
S e ñ o r a  d e  Y u t y

Don F ranc isco  Guerreros 29 7 36
Don Esteban In s a u r ra ld e 26 6 32
Doña Isa b e l  C a va l le ro 34 5 39
Don Ascenc io  de Vera 27 1 28
Don S evas t ián  Baez 11 5 16
Don Juan Joseph Flecha 23 1 24
Doña María Isabe l  C a b a l le ro 6 - 6

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 156 25 181

S a n  B u e n a v e n t u r a  d e  Y a g u a r ó n

Don Juan A n to n io  A r is te g u i 31 12 43
Doña Ignac ia  C aba l le ro 148 29 177
Don Juan Riquelme 16 1 17
Don Joseph P e ra l ta 7 2 9
Don Juan B a u t is ta  O r t í z 12 1 13
Don Franc isco  Medina 8 2 10
Don O le g a r io  de la  Mora 23 10 33
Don F e l ip e  Fernándes 27 9 36

T o ta l  (8 encomiendas) 272 66 338
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Table 14.15. cont.

Vi Ilage/Encomendero Ind ians
Present F led T o ta l

S a n  B l a s  d e  I tá

El re g id o r  Don Joseph Cañete 
El re g id o r  Don Franc isco

20 4 24

J a v ie r  Ben i tez 10 4 14
Don Joseph A n ton io  Yegros 30 10 40
Doña Maria  Moreno 28 7 35
Don Juan Joseph M on t ie l 24 7 31
El re g id o r  Don Fernando Galván 19 4 23
Don Joseph M e lga re jo 9 2 11
Don A n to n io  Fernándes M on t ie l 13 1 14
Don Ig n ac io  Recalde 8 4 12
Don M a u r ic io  P a lac ios 8 2 10

T o ta l  (10 encomiendas)

N a t i v i d a d  d e  N u e s t r a  
S e ñ o r a  d e  G u a r a m b a r é

169 45 214

Doña A n to n io  Bal i ente 17 9 26
Don Diego Avalos 24 8 32

T o ta l  (2 encomiendas) 41 17 58

S a n  P e d r o  d e  Y p a n é

Doña Juana V a l ie n te 14 3 17
Don G rego r io  Rojas 12 4 16
Don F ranc isco  Medina 2 1 3
Don Joseph Franc isco  Ximenes 2 - 2

T o ta l  (4 encomiendas) 30 8 38

Grand T o ta l  (64 encomiendas) 1,330 384 1,714

Source: Romero de V io la  1987:272-5 
*  and * * :  f o r  e x p la n a t io n ,  see Table  14.19.
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Table 14.16. Summary of the number of encomiendas and mitarios 
(present, fled, total) in 1774, by village, according to the census of 
Governor Agustín Fernando de Pinedo.

Vi 11 age Enco- 
mi endas 
Abs. %

M i ta r io s  
Present 
Abs. %

Mi t a r i  os 
F led
Abs. %

Mi t a r  i os 
T o ta l
Abs. %

A l to s 8 12.5 185 78.7 50 21.3 235 100
A ty rá 7 10.9 141 74.6 48 25.4 189 100
T obatí 7 10.9 179 78.9 48 21.1 227 100
Caazapá 11 17.2 157 67.1 77 32.9 234 100
Yuty 7 10.9 156 86.2 25 13.8 181 100
Yaguarón 8 12.5 272 80.5 66 19.5 338 100
I t á 10 15.6 169 79.0 45 21.0 214 100
Guarambaré 2 3.1 41 70.7 17 29.3 58 100
Ypané 4 6.3 30 78.9 8 21.1 38 100

T o ta l 64 100.0 1,330 77.6 384 22.4 1,714 100

Sources: Romero de V io la  1987:189-90 ,272-5 /Tab le  14.15.
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Table 14.17. List o f names of the owners of indios originarios (present, 
fled, total) in Asunción and jurisdiction, Villa Rica del Espíritu Santo and 
Curuguaty, according to the census conducted by Governor Agustín 
Fernando de Pinedo in 1774.

Name o f  owner Ind ians
Present Fled T o ta l

A s u n c i ó n  a n d  j u r i s d i c t i o n

Don Joseph Penayos 6 1 7
Don Inocenc io  Agüero 4 ” 4
El r e g id o r  Don A n ton io  C aba l le ro 7 5 12
Don Pedro López Freyre 3 - 3
Doña María Petrona Rojas 6 4 10
Don M iguel C a va l le ro 5 - 5
Don Ancelmo F le i ta s 6 4 10
Don X a v ie r  Rojas 8 1 9
Don S evas t ián  M on t ie l 5 1 6
Don Juan de Ortega 1 - 1
Don Pedro Ig n ac io  C a r r i l l o 4 - 4
Don Joseph Esp íno la 2 ■ 2
Doña F ranc isca  C a b a l le ro  Bazán 2 - 2
Don Juan Miguel Sugasti 2 1 3
Don M iguel A n ton io  Cabrera 4 - 4
Don Fernando de la  Mora 6 - 6
Don Diego F é l i x  de León 3 5 8
Don Juan A n to n io  Guerreros 3 1 4
Don Manuel Robles 6 - 6
Don Juan Ig n ac io  O lazar 1 - 1
Don Sa lvador Cavañas 16 - 16
Don Joseph Cazal 11 - 11
Vacant 6 1 7
Vacant 5 ■ 5
Don G regor io  Granee 1 2 3
Don Juan Joseph R iv a ro la 2 - 2
Doña Rosa Salas 3 - 3
El r e g id o r  Don Fermín de Arredondo 4 1 5
Doña Tomasa Esqu ive l 2 2 4
Don Matías Benegas 7 - 7
Don Juan Joseph Bogarín 7 2 9
Don M iguel Aguayo 6 ■ 6
Don F ranc isco  Ascona 1 8 9
Don N ic o lá s  U r i a r t e - 1 1
Vacant 1 ■ 1

T o ta l  (35 encomiendas.
o f  which 3 vacan t) 156 40 196
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Table 14.17. cont.

Name o f  owner Ind i  ans 
Present F led Tota l

J u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  V i l l a  R i c a

Don Joseph Fernández Mora 7 4 11
Don B a r to lo  López de V i l la m a y o r 3 7 10
Don Melchor Mart ínez 1 3 4
Doña María Josepha C a va l le ro 3 1 4
Don M a r t ín  Barúa 3 - 3
Don Rafael Careaga 3 2 5
Vacant 5 2 7
Don Franc isco  Lemus 2 2 4
Don Juan González Bejarano - 4 4
Doña Bárbara Sotomayor 2 1 3
Vacant - 1 1

T o ta l  (11 encomiendas.
o f  which 2 vacan t)

J u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  
V i l l a  d e  C u r u g u a t y

29 27 56

Don Juan Ig n ac io  Bejarano 1 - 1
Don Benancio de la  Rosa 14 3 17

T o ta l  (2 encomiendas) 15 3 18

Grand T o ta l 200 70 270

% 74.1 25.9 100.0

Source: Romero de V io la  1987:276-8.
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Table 14.18. The encomiendas existing in 1774 divided by size class.

S ize  c lasses  of 
encomi endas 
mi t a r i  as

No. o f  
encomi endas 
Abso l .  %

Size c lasses  o f  
encomi endas 
o r i g i  n a r i  as

No. o f  
encomi endas 
A bso l .  %

1-5 t r i b u t a r i  os 4 6.2 1 t r i b u t a r i o 6 12.5
6-10 t r i b u t a r i  os 11 17.2 2 t r i b u t a r i o s 3 6.3

11-15 t r i b u t a r i o s 6 9.4 3 t r i b u t a r i o s 6 12.5
16-20 t r i b u t a r i  os 8 12.5 4 t r i b u t a r i o s 9 18.8
21-25 t r i b u t a r i o s 7 10.9 5 t r i b u t a r i o s 4 8.3
26-30 t r i b u t a r i o s 6 9.4 6 t r i b u t a r i  os 4 8 .3
31-35 t r i b u t a r i o s 5 7.8 7 t r i b u t a r i o s 4 8 .3
36-40 t r i b u t a r i o s 8 12.5 8 t r i b u t a r i  os 1 2.1
41-45 t r i b u t a r i o s 2 3.1 9 t r i b u t a r i  os 3 6 .3
46-50 t r i b u t a r i o s 3 4 .7 10 t r i b u t a r i  os 3 6 .3
> 50 t r i b u t a r i o s 4 6.3 >10 t r i b u t a r i o s 5 10.4

T o ta l 64 100.0 48 100.0

Sources: based on Tables 14.15 and 14.17.

i. The census o f  governor Pedro Meló de Portugal o f  1778

The census which was conducted in 1778, shortly after that of 1774, did 
not reveal any great differences. Then, too, there were only 64 holders of 
encomiendas mitarias, who together had 1,393 Indians at their disposal 
(since 345 had fled). The number of vecinos feudatarios who had yanaco
nas at their disposal had fallen from 48 to 42 (two encomiendas were 
vacant). They possessed 199 yanaconas between them, because 49 had 
fled.

Among the vacant encomiendas was that of the widow of General 
Cristóbal Domínguez de Ovelar. The latter possessed the largest encomien
da of the whole of Paraguay in 1754 (102 tributarios with 453 family 
members). After his death the encomienda passed into the hands o f his 
widow Doña Ignacia Caballero, who had 148 tributarios at her disposal in 
1774 (actually 177, but 29 had tied). Including family members, Saeger 
calculated that the encomienda comprised 737 persons. The encomienda 
had become vacant in 1778, because Doña Ignacia had meanwhile died. 
According to Saeger, the size of the vacant encomienda had then increased 
to 795 persons, again including family members (of whom 769 were 
present). The encomienda had grown still further in 1784: to 852 persons, 
o f whom 842 were present. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, it
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had over 1,000 Indians. After the encomienda fell vacant, it was never 
granted out en depósito, but remained officially vacant, but this did not 
mean that the men in the 18-50 age group were exempted from every 
obligation. In the 1780s, the Indians from this former private encomienda 
worked on the royal tobacco-growing chacra in San Lorenzo de los 
Altos.81

Table 14.19. List of names of encomenderos and the number of mitarios 
of their encomienda (present, fled and total), by village, according to the 
census conducted by Governor Pedro Meló de Portugal in 1778.

Vil lage /Encom endero  Ind ians
Present F led T o ta l

S a n  L o r e n z o  d e  l o s  A l t o s

Real Hacienda * ) 42 9 51
Governor * * ) 75 17 92
Don Manuel A n ton io  de la  Peña (2a v id a ) 4 2 6
Don Onofre A g u i le ra  (1a v id a ) 4 1 5
Don A lonso O r t i z  (1” v id a ) 11 2 13
Don Joseph A la rcon  (1a v id a ) 8 2 10
Don F ranc isco  de las  L lanas (1a v id a ) 37 8 45
Don Gerónimo Flecha (1a v id a ) 17 7 24

T o ta l  (8 encomiendas) 198 48 246

A t y r á

Don F ranc isco  F e r r e i r a  (2a v id a ) 22 8 30
Don Joseph F ranc isco  Torres  (2a v id a ) 39 10 49
Don Manuel A n ton io  de la  Peña (2a v id a ) 25 7 32
Don Manuel A n ton io  Cavañas (2a v id a ) 13 3 16
Don V a le n t ín  Moreno (and d e p ó s i to ) 4 4 8
Don J .  Joseph de La Cueva (2a v id a ) 10 2 12
Don Joseph Rox (1a v id a ) 42 12 54

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 155 46 201

*  = encomienda work ing f o r  the  'C a ja ' ,  hand l ing  p roduc ts  p a id  in  l i e u  o f  
tax
* *  Working f o r  the  governors from t ime immemorial.

81 Saeger 1981:77-8.
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Table 14.19. cont.

Vi Ilage/Encomendero Ind ians
Present Fled T o ta l

T o b a t i

Don Joseph Delgado (1a v id a ) 45 9 54
Don Joseph A n ton io  de Yegros (2a v id a ) 29 9 38
Don F ranc isco  O le g a r io  Fernández 
de la  Mora (2a v id a ) 4 3 7
Don Juan Ignac io  Baldes (2a v id a ) 33 11 44
Don Joseph P e ra l ta  (2a v id a ) 3 - - 3
Doña F e l ip a  M ar t ínez  (2a v id a ) 44 5 49
Don A n to n io  Rivas (1a v id a ) 24 3 27

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 182 40 222

S a n  J o s é  d e  C a a z a p á

Don N ic o lá s  Pérez Grande ( I a v id a ) 10 6 16
Don M atías  S a ld iv a r  (2a v id a ) 17 4 21
Don Ig n a c io  Bogarín  (1a v id a ) 17 6 23
Don Joseph De Cáceres (2a v id a ) 15 1 16
Don Gerónimo Flecha (2av id a ) 31 10 41
Don B las P e re i ra  (2a v id a ) 28 9 37
Doña María Báez (2a v id a ) 6 7 13
Don C ar los  Lara (and d e p ós i to ) 15 6 21
Don F e l ip e  Lezcano (2av id a ) 1 6 7
Don Pedro Díaz González (1a v id a ) 6 4 10
Don Juan J. Duarte  (2a v id a ) 20 8 28

T o ta l  (11 encomiendas) 166 67 233

Y u t y

Don F ranc isco  Guerrero  (1av id a ) 29 7 36
Don Esteban de In s a u r ra ld e 32 4 36
Doña María Isa b e l  C a b a l le ro  (2a v id a ) 34 4 38
Don Ascencio  de Vera (1a v id a ) 29 - 29
Doña Josepha de Vera (2a v id a ) 13 5 18
Don J . J .  de Flecha (1a v id a ) 25 1 26
Doña María Isabe l  C aba l le ro 6 - 6

T o ta l  (7  encomiendas) 168 21 189
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Table 14.19. cont.

Vi I lage/Encomendero Ind ians
Present Fled T o ta l

S a n  B u e n a v e n t u r a  d e  Y a g u a r ó n

Don Juan A n ton io  A r is te g u i  (1a v id a ) 31 11 42
Doña Ig n ac ia  C a b a l le ro  (2a v id a ) 152 25 177
Don Juan R igua l (1a v id a ) 17 1 18
Don Joseph de P e ra l ta  (2 a v id a ) 8 2 10
Don Juan B a u t is ta  O r t i z  (1a v id a ) 12 1 13
Don Franc isco  Medina (1av id a ) 6 3 9
Don O le g a r io  Fernández de La Mora (2a v id a ) 24 9 33
Don F e l ip e  Fernández (2av id a ) 27 9 36

T o ta l  (8  encomiendas) 277 61 338

S a n  B l a s  d e  I tá

Don Joseph Cañete 21 4 25
Don F ranc isco  X a v ie r  B en i tez  (1av id a ) 10 4 14
Don Joseph A n to n io  Yegros (1a v id a ) 31 9 40
Doña María Moreno ( I a v id a ) 34 5 39
Don Juan Joseph M on t ie l  (2a v id a ) 23 7 30
Don Fernando de Galván (2a v id a ) 19 4 23
Don Joseph M e lga re jo  (2a v id a ) 9 2 11
Don A n to n io  Fernández M on t ie l  ( I a v id a ) 12 - 12
Don Joseph Ignac io  Recalde (2a v id a ) 6 2 8
Don M a u r ic io  P a lac io 8 2 10

T o ta l  <10 encomiendas) 173 39 212

G u a r a m b a r é

Doña A n to n ia  V a l ie n te  (2 a v id a ) 18 10 28
Don Diego Avalos 26 6 32

T o ta l  (2 encomiendas) 44 16 60

S a n  P e d r o  d e  Y p a n é

Doña Juana V a l ie n te 15 3 18
Don G rego r io  Rojas Ocón (2a v id a ) 12 3 15
Don F ranc isco  Medina ( I a v id a ) 1 1 2
Don Franc isco  Ximénez (2a v id a ) 2 - 2

T o ta l  (4 encomiendas) 30 7 37

Source: Romero de V io la  1987:263-7.
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Table 14.20. Summary of the number of encomiendas and mitarios 
(present, fled, total) in 1778, by village, according to the census of 
Governor Pedro Meló de Portugal.

V i l l a g e Enco- 
mi en- 
das

M i ta r io s  
Present 
Abs. %

Mi t a r i  os 
Fled
Abs. %

Mi t a r i  os 
T o ta l  
Abs. X

A l to s 8 198 80.5 48 19.5 246 100
A ty rá 7 155 77.1 46 22.9 201 100
Toba t i 7 182 82.0 40 18.0 222 100
Caazapá 11 166 71.2 67 28.8 233 100
Yuty 7 168 88.9 21 11.1 189 100
Yaguarón 8 277 81.9 61 18.1 338 100
I tá 10 173 81.6 39 18.4 212 100
Guarambaré 2 44 73.3 16 26.7 60 100
Ypané 4 30 81.8 7 18.2 37 100

T o ta l 64 1,393 80.1 345 19.9 1,738 100

Sources: Based on Romero de V io la  1987:189,263-7 /Tab le  14.19.

Table 14.21. Division of the 64 encomiendas and their mitarios existing in 
1778 by category ( ‘en primera vida’, 'en segunda vida’ and others).

V i l l a g e No.
1a
v id a

o f Encomiendas 
2a Other T o ta l  
v id a

No. o f  
1a
v ida

Mi t a r i  os 
2a
v id a

Other T o ta l

A l to s 5 1 2 8 97 6 143 246
A ty rá 1 5 1 7 54 139 8 201
T obatí 2 5 0 7 81 141 222
Caazapá 3 7 1 11 49 163 21 233
Yuty 3 2 2 7 91 56 42 189
Yaguarón 4 4 0 8 82 256 - - 338
I tá 4 4 2 10 105 72 35 212
Guarambaré 0 1 1 2 - - 28 32 60
Ypané 1 2 1 4 2 17 18 37

T o ta l 23 31 10 64 561 886 291 1,738

Sources: Romero de V io la  1987:193/Table  14.19.
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Table 14.22. List of names of the owners of indios originarios (present, 
fled, total) in Asunción and jurisdiction, Villa Rica del Espíritu Santo and 
Curuguaty, according to the census conducted by Governor Pedro Meló de 
Portugal in 1778.

Name o f  owner Ind ians
Present F led T o ta l

A s u n c i ó n  a n d  j u r i s d i c t i o n

Don F ranc isco  de Ascona 3 3 6
Don Joseph Penayos (3a v id a ) 6 1 7
Don Ig n a c io  A g u i r re  (1av id a ) 4 - 4
Don A n to n io  C a b a l le ro  De Anazco (3a v id a ) 8 4 12
Don Pedro López F re i r e  (1a v id a ) 3 - 3
Doña María Petrona Rojas (2a v id a ) 6 4 10
Don M igue l Cava 11 ero (2a v id a ) 5 - 5
Don Anselmo de F le i ta s  (2a v id a ) 7 4 11
Don X a b ie r  Rojas 7 1 8
Don S evas t ian  M on t ie l  (1a v id a ) 4 1 5
Don Juan de Ortega (1av id a ) 1 - 1
Don Pedro Ignac io  C a r r i l l o  (2a v id a ) 4 - 4
Don Joseph E sp íno la  (2a v id a ) 2 - 2
Don Juan M iguel Zugast i  (2a v id a ) 2 1 3
Don Juan Joseph Gamarra 4 - 4
Don Fernando Mora 6 - 6
Don Diego F é l i x  de León (2av id a ) 3 3 6
Don Juan A n to n io  Guerreros (3a v id a ) 2 1 3
Don Manuel de Robles (1a v id a ) 6 - 6
Don Juan Ig n ac io  O lazar (2a v id a ) 1 - 1
Don S a lvador  Cavañas (3av id a ) 16 - 16
Don Joseph de Casal (2a v id a ) 11 - 11
Don Joseph Pablo González (and d e p ós i to ) 1 - 1
Don Lorenzo Recalde (2a v id a ) 6 - 6
Vacant 5 - 5
Don Joseph R iv a ro la  (2a v id a ) 2 - 2
Doña Rosa Salas (2a v id a ) 3 - 3
Regidor Don Fermín de Arredondo y 
Lobatón (1a v id a ) 4 1 5
Don Juan Bernardo Canget (2a v id a ) 1 - 1
Doña Tomosa Esqu ive l (2a v id a ) 2 2 4
Don Matías  Benegas (2a v id a ) 7 - 7
Don Juan J .  Bogarín 7 2 9
Don Miguel De Aguayo 6 - 6

T o ta l  (32 owners; 1 vacan t) 155 28 183
♦A ccord ing  to  R de V io la 156 30 186
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Table 14.22. cont.

Name o f  owner Ind ians
Present F led T o ta l

V i l l a  R i c a  d e l  E s p í r i t u  S a n t o

Don Joseph Fernández de La Mora (2a v id a ) 7 4 11
Don Barto lomé López V i l la m a y o r  (2a v id a ) 3 6 9
Don Melchor M ar t ínez  (2a v id a ) 1 2 3
Doña María Josepha C a v a l le ro  (2av id a ) 3 1 4
Don M a r t ín  Joseph Barúa (2av id a ) 3 - 3
Don Raphael Careaga ( I a v id a ) 3 1 4
Vacant 5 1 6
Don Franc isco  Lemos (1a v id a ) 2 2 4
Doña Bárbara Sotomayor (2a v id a ) 2 1 3

T o ta l  (8 owners; 1 vacant) 29 18 47

V i l l a  d e  S a n  I s i d r o  L a b r a d o r  
d e  C u r u g u a t y

Don Juan Ig n ac io  Beja rano (2a v id a ) 1 1
Don Benancio de La Rosa (en d é p o s i to ) 14 3 17

T o ta l  (2 owners) 15 3 18

Grand T o ta l  (42 owners and 2 vacant) 199 49 248

A ccord ing  to  Romero de V io la  (1987:191) 200 51 251

Percentage 80.2 19.8 100

Source: Romero de V io la  1987:191,268-70.

j .  The census o f  Governor Pedro Meló de Portugal o f  1780 

According to an Informe of 13-6-1780 there were:
- 63 encomiendas mitarias with 1,275 tribute-paying Indians and 318 
fugitives, while 247 persons were older than 50 years and therefore ‘reti
red-, giving a total o f 1,840 persons;
- 45 encomiendas originarias with 203 Indians with labour obligations, 82 
fugitives and 49 retired, giving a total of 334 persons.
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There was therefore a total of 108 encomiendas, with 1,478 persons 
temporarily or permanently obliged to perform services, 408 fugitives and 
296 retired, giving a total of 2,174.82

k. The return o f  Juan Francisco Aguirre fo r  1782

The estado de población, which Aguirre compiled in 1782, provided data 
about the yanacona population. 739 yanaconas were then recorded (inclu
ding family members) out of a total population of 69,332 (excluding that 
of the pueblos de indios). The yanaconas included 267 adult men and 270 
adult women.

The total population of the 12 pueblos de indios in 1782 was 7,727, of 
whom 2,975 were adult men, but some of them were not liable to pay 
tribute. Moreover, the villages of San Estanislao, San Joaquin and Itapé 
fell outside the system, as did Belén, which was not mentioned. This 
means that Aguirre does not give an account of the number of indios 
mitayos.

Aguirre also recorded a population category which did not feature in 
the census of Casas of a century earlier: that o f the indios criollos or 
indios libres. These were Indians who did not fall under the obligations of 
the encomienda system. This group comprised 2,232 persons in 1782.83 
For further details o f these population groups (such as their geographical 
distribution and age and sex composition) see Chapter 34.

I. The census o f  Governor Joaquín de Alós y Brú o f  1790

In 1790, under Govemor-Intendant Joaquín de Alós y Brtí, a census was 
taken of the number of encomiendas mitarias in 13 pueblos de indios (see 
Table 14.23). The results show that there were still 63 at that time. The 
figures for the number of persons include the family members of the 
tributarios.

82 Romero de Viola 1987:174.
83 Velázquez 1982: 58; Chapter 34.
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Table 14.23. The number of encomiendas mitarias and the Indian popula
tion belonging to them in nine pueblos de indios, in 1790.

Vi 11 age No. of 
enco- 
mi endas

No. o f  
persons

Y u t f 6 682
Caazapá 11 284
I tá 10 941
Guarambaré 2 328
Yaguarón 8 1,737
Ypané 4 186
A l to s 8 1,216
A ty rá 7 991
T oba t i 7 937

T o ta l 63 7,302

Source: A g u i r re  1949:438. The p o p u la t io n  f i g u r e s  d i f f e r  from those  g ive n  
by Saeger (see Table  1 4 .4 ) .
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The use of Indian labour (III)

In this third and final chapter on the use o f Indian labour, I first 
briefly examine more explicitly than in the foregoing the role 
played by the various actors in the operation o f the encomienda and 
mandamiento  systems. I shall then look at the alternative manner in 
which the obligation to pay tribute was honoured in nearly all the 
Jesuit pueblos de misiones and at how the indigenous labour was 
employed in the pueblos de indios and the pueblos de misiones in 
order to allow these villages to function and to provide the inhabi
tants with a livelihood. Lastly, I draw up a short balance sheet of 
the principal aspects o f  the theme ‘The use of Indian labour’

The various actors in the struggle for Indian labour

The actors in the operation o f the encomienda and mandamiento  
systems were the Indians, the Spaniards, the governors, the regular 
and secular clergy and, last but not least, the kings.

W e have already read in Chapter 13 that the Indians originally 
resisted when the encomienda  system was introduced. Their resis
tance gradually diminished, but never wholly disappeared. T hrough
out the colonial period some Indians did as little as possible to fulfil 
their obligations. As a result, they were regarded by the Spaniards 
as lazy, stupid, sloppy and oversexed but, according to Susnik and 
W higham, this was in fact partly a stratagem, as not too much 
would then be expected from them. Others withdrew from the 
system by fleeing and building up a free livelihood as small farm ers 
or wage labourers. For a long time, the occupation of skipper or
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crewman offered the best possibility of escape. M iscegenation 
offered a solution that benefited only posterity. Indian parents 
sometimes resorted to abortion and infanticide for this posterity. 
But there were also Indians who saw an advantage in the mita 
obligation or the labour which they could perform  through m anda
mientos: it would enable them to escape from the monotonous and 
sober existence in their village, from the whims o f the cabildantes 
and the obligation to perform communal labour. They could then 
often also gain some small advantages through barter or some extra 
work to help make life a little more pleasant. According to Susnik, 
many perform ed their obligation voluntarily and without com pul
sio n .1

The Spaniards, especially the more influential and well-to-do 
élite, aimed to use Indian labour in as many activities as possible. 
They regarded this labour as indispensable. They complained 
continually from the end of the sixteenth century about a shortage 
o f Indians and therefore opposed everything that might result in 
their being deprived o f this cheap or free labour. They regarded the 
Jesuits, in particular, as a threat. They even tried to thw art them 
when they decided in 1631 to leave the exposed settlements o f el 
Guairá with the still remaining mission Indians. Gadelha believed 
that the Spaniards in Itatin, in particular, could scarcely manage 
without the indigenous labour, if they wanted at least to produce 
any goods for sale, and that they therefore adopted a position in el 
Itatin as fervent opponents of the Jesuits. Through their mission 
villages the latter certainly withdrew some 800 potential mitayos 
from the indigenous labour pool in el Itatin in 1650." W hen the 
mission villages were attacked by the bandeirantes, the Spaniards 
were generally little inclined to offer assistance, because they could 
find little or no sympathy for the Jesuits, who were fervent oppo
nents o f servicio personal. Territory and, therefore, also population 
were consequently lost as a result o f short-sighted self-interest, the 
m ore so, as help from Asunción was sometimes inadequate or came 
too late. As we have written, the controversy between Spaniards

1 Whigham 1995:164; Susnik 1981:24.
2 Gadelha 1980:287,289.
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and Jesuits was the most important cause of the Revolución de los 
Comuneros and many lesser tensions. The Spaniards’ need for 
indigenous labour was an important underlying cause o f many 
abuses to which mitayos and originarios were exposed and also 
explains various illegal practices, such as the recruitm ent o f w or
kers in the indigenous villages without a licencia.

The governors had the duty of ensuring that the regulations on 
the use o f indigenous labour were complied with, but they did not 
all adopt the same approach. Some governors (such as Céspedes) 
took more account of the interests of the encomenderos than others, 
as appears, for example, from their greater or lesser readiness to 
protect the Indians, to reallocate vacant encomiendas or to grant 
encomiendas for three lives. It also appeared from their greater or 
lesser readiness to issue licences for recruiting workers from 
outside the encomienda system and from the extent to which they 
took action against the illegal press-ganging o f Indian labour. From  
1772, however, the province o f Paraguay was administered by 
governors-intendant who strove, without exception, to implement 
the royal policy o f the late colonial period in full, i.e. to abolish the 
encomiendas permanently.

The attitude o f the senior clergy varied. Bishop Cárdenas (1642- 
50), for example, a Franciscan and enemy o f the Jesuits, was 
wholly on the side o f the encomenderos. Fie complained in 1646 
that not a single indiecito was to be found in the neighbourhood of 
Asunción for fetching firewood or water. Many Indians had placed 
them selves under the protection o f the Jesuits and, as a result, the 
Asunceños were forced to do everything for them selves.3 Other 
bishops were less critical of the Order and some were even kindly 
disposed towards the Jesuits, which meant that they shared their 
reserves towards the encomenderos. The attitude o f the regular and 
the secular clergy differed.

The secular clergy accepted the existence o f labour obligations 
and contributed to the functioning o f the encomienda in the pueblos 
de indios entrusted to their care. As we have said, in most of the 
villages, they took the place of the Franciscans, who had founded

3 Piá 1963:136.
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the settlements, and they were generally more tolerant o f the system 
of labour obligations than the members of the religious order. 
Garavaglia states that, in the pueblos de indios which were control
led by secular priests, firstly the pobleros and then the clergy were 
little more than the eyes and ears o f the encomendero. The cura 
was often little more than an alter ego of the encomendero - som e
times his son, cousin, brother or uncle. He was responsible for the 
spiritual care of the Indians who were employed as labour by his 
relation(s) or at least by someone belonging to the same social 
class. According to Garavaglia, the ‘strategy’ o f the leading fam i
lies in Asunción (grandes linajes asunceños) in the seventeenth 
century took the form of the eldest son or daughter inheriting the 
encomienda, the second son devoting him self to military duties as a 
means of acquiring the necessary prestige in order also to obtain an 
encomienda, and one or several of the other children choosing a 
spiritual office, which likewise bestowed the necessary prestige and 
offered prospects of a livelihood, certainly as cura o f a pueblo  de 
indio. The spiritual office might be that o f secular priest, but 
equally, o f course, that of a member of a religious order. As a 
result, communities o f interest often arose. However this may be, 
the cura, together with the indigenous administrators (caciques and 
cabildantes), largely determined the functioning of the indigenous 
community; the real power even generally rested with him .4

The Franciscans also accepted the encomienda system and even 
largely facilitated its consolidation by pacifying a large number o f 
Indian groups and concentrating them in special villages, which - 
like the Jesuit reductions - from 1607, enjoyed exemption from 
encomienda  obligations during the first ten years. Father Luis 
Bolaños was even convinced of the righteousness o f the encomienda 
system. He believed that the Indians had to help the Spaniards, 
because they ultimately protected the province against the attacks o f 
Indian groups who lived (and had lived) in discord with the G ua
ranies. In 1614, he opposed the ruling that Indians who lived more 
than 30 leguas from the capital should not be obliged to come and 
work for the Spaniards. He also severely criticised the businesslike

4 Garavaglia 1983:334-5; Garavaglia 1987b:128-9.
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labour relations that Alfaro wished to introduce. He considered 
wage labour and the payment of tribute to be too impersonal; he 
regarded the traditional system as superior, a view that was inciden
tally also held by the Indians themselves. The Franciscans were 
rather less an extension of the encomenderos and more critical o f 
their behaviour than many secular priests, hut they were more 
dependent on the civil authorities than the Jesuits. The fathers were 
expected to help to ensure that the obligations towards the encomen
deros were complied with and that the orders o f the governors were 
carried out. It is also a fact, however, that Father Bolaños and the 
other Franciscans (who were nearly all Creoles in the course o f 
time) guarded against the excesses of the encomienda and m anda
m iento  system and regularly protested when the Indians were badly 
treated and left their villages to the detriment o f the village econo
my. Besides the priests who cared for the Indian settlements, the 
Franciscans who were stationed in Asunción also inveighed, if 
necessary, against excesses from the pulpit. According to Necker, 
the interests o f their own order also played a role.

The Franciscans sometimes reminded the encomenderos that 
they were expected to do something in return for the Indians’ 
services. The clergy o f Caazapá and Yuty complained to the 
cabildo o f Asunción at the beginning o f the eighteenth century that 
the freedom o f the caciques and their descendants was not being 
respected. In 1704, Lucas de Garay, the superior o f the Franciscan 
doctrinas, also protested to the cabildo against the fact that 50 
Indians were to he taken away from Caazapá to collect yerba for 
building the church o f la Encarnación in Asunción; the m ajority o f 
the Indians who were liable to he recruited had just returned from 
the yerbales. The protest was successful. In 1724, Bishop José de 
Palos protested to the king after his visitation that too many w or
kers were constantly being taken from Caazapá and that many 
houses had consequently become dilapidated. The complaints about 
the treatment of the Indians and the criticism expressed by Francis
cans about the abuses led the king to issue a Real Cédula in 1740 
regulating the rights o f the Indians o f Caazapá, Yuty and Itá.

The Franciscans themselves incidentally sometimes also placed 
some pressure on the village economy by sending goods to their 
friaries as a kind of alms, by engaging Indians when the provincial
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went on a journey or for the transport o f their own goods, and by 
taking Indians from the reductions to serve in their friaries. These 
duties were in addition to the labour obligations which had already 
been imposed on the villages by the encomenderos and to the labour 
and tax obligations which the governors imposed from time to time.

It should be mentioned that the Franciscans had tried to obtain 
the same arrangements for their villages as the Jesuits, but these 
were not granted to them, with the result that labour was recruited 
from their villages until the end of the colonial period. San José de 
Caazapá therefore still had 26 fam ilias encomendados in 1801, two 
years before the universal abolition o f the system .5

The M ercedarians and Dominicans were two parties which did 
not play a very prom inent role. They never put themselves forward 
as fervent opponents of the encomienda, nor did they really need to 
do so, because they were not charged with the care o f one or more 
indigenous villages. It was not until towards the end o f the colonial 
period that they were charged with the care of some form er Jesuit 
villages. The encomienda system was then already on the way out 
and these form er mission villages were, m oreover, subject to a 
different regime. The two Orders adopted a critical stance towards 
A lfaro’s revolutionary Ordenanzas.

As has been said, the Jesuits avowedly critical o f the encomien
da de servicios personales and therefore outright opponents o f the 
encom enderos.6 Their attitude caused internal tensions in the 
colony and ensured that the fathers became increasingly unpopular 
among the Spanish population. The role of the Jesuits was such that 
a more detailed discussion of it is appropriate.

W hen the Jesuit Order became involved in the conversion and 
pacification o f the Indians from 1609, the Franciscan reductions had 
already existed for twenty or thirty years. They had proved their 
value in the area o f pacification and the more systematic employ-

5 Durán Estragó 1990:973-5; Durán Estragó 1992b:92,121-4,141-2; Necker 
1990:142-3.

6 For the following section, see: Fassbinder 1926:12,34; Gadelha 1980:262; 
Garavaglia 1987b: 135; Groh 1970:505; Gutiérrez 1986:63; Pastore 1997a:350; 
M aeder 1984a: 120; Meliá Lliteras 1978:166, Rouillon Arróspide 1997:43-5, 
48.
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ment o f indigenous labour. It is understandable, therefore, that 
Governor Hernandarias and others also hoped that the Jesuit m is
sions would perform a similar function. It was a fact, however, that 
the negative sides o f the encomienda system had also more clearly 
come to light since the existence of the pueblos de indios. The 
Indians were often exploited and were poorly clothed and fed. A 
Cédula Real o f 1582 held the encomienda responsible for serious 
injustices and the death of many Indians, with the resultant popula
tion decline. Many Indians were treated worse than slaves. Some 
Indians committed suicide and mothers killed their children in order 
to spare them an arduous life. Alfaro also passed a rather devast
ating judgem ent on the encomiendas a few decades later. Governor 
Hernandarias noted that there were many abuses, which is why he 
prom ulgated detailed Ordenanzas, first in 1598 and then in 1603. 
He hoped to be better able to counter the excesses o f the system 
through the establishment o f more reductions.

The Provincial Superior, Father Diego de Torres Bollo, the 
initiator o f the mission work, was however a convinced opponent of 
the encomienda system and a fanatical defender of the freedom of 
the Indians. He wanted nothing to do with the combination of 
encomienda  and reducción. He had seen the adverse effects o f the 
m ita  in Alto Perú (Potosí), while the Paraguayan pueblos de indios 
which were led by secular priests and Franciscans were certainly no 
flourishing settlements or an advertisement for the encomienda. In 
March 1608, Torres Bollo proceeded to restore their freedom  to the 
Indians who had until then been serving the Jesuits in the Colegio at 
Tucumán; besides thanks, they also received a wage for the work 
they had done. In view of his ideas, it is not surprising that Torres 
Bollo immediately tried to have the Indians of the reductions which 
were to be founded in Paraguay exempted from personal services. 
In other words, the Franciscans and Hernandarias thought in 
‘reform ist’ terms. They wanted to give the encomienda a more 
human character through the creation of reductions. The Jesuits, on 
the other hand, thought in ‘revolutionary’ terms. They wanted the 
abolition, and nothing less, of personal services. Their starting 
point is fundamental to the understanding of the developments 
which were initiated by the Order. The encomenderos and others 
(such as Governor Hernandarias, who was incidentally sympathetic
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towards the work o f the Order and gave them every assistance) 
soon no longer had any doubt about the anti -encomienda ideas on 
which the Jesuits wished to base their mission work. The Order was 
incidentally basing itself on incontrovertible royal decrees and was 
therefore doing nothing illegal; the perform ance o f personal servi
ces was explicitly forbidden in Cédulas Reales o f 30 November 
1568 and 14 November 1601, addressed to the audiencia  de Lima 
and the viceroy Luis de Velasco, respectively. In other m atters, 
too, the fathers were acting in accordance with the law. Thus their 
attempts to keep the Indians rigorously separated from the Spani
ards were also wholly in conformity with the existing legislation.

The Jesuits succeeded in persuading the king to issue a royal 
edict, dated 11 October 1611, laying down that the Indians whom 
they were able to concentrate in reductions were to be exempted 
from personal services and other encomienda obligations. Through 
this decision, the potential army of indigenous labour from which 
the Spaniards could - or wished -  to profit was drastically reduced.

The Jesuits tried not only to keep their Indians out o f the hands 
o f the encomenderos, but also to contain the abuses o f the system. 
The Provincial Superior, Torres Bollo played an important part in 
the decision to send an inspector (Alfaro) to the province. This 
same superior subsequently had a hand in the Ordenanzas which 
Alfaro formulated on the basis of his findings. As we have stated, 
Alfaro recommended that the performance o f personal services 
should be abolished, considered it desirable that the Indian males 
aged 18-50 who had been concentrated in reductions should be 
exempted from tribute obligations for ten years (in conform ity with 
an earlier decree) and that they should subsequently pay their taxes 
directly to the Spanish Crown (Real Hacienda). A lfaro’s proposals 
w ere ratified by the audiencia , after which the Consejo Real y  
Supremo de las Indias and the king also agreed on 14 March 1633 
that the mission Indians should fall directly under the Crown as far 
as their tribute obligations were concerned and could, therefore, not 
be placed in encomiendas to serve private individuals. This consoli
dated the policy initiated by Torres Bollo and Alfaro in favour o f 
the Paraná and Uruguay Indians. It considerably facilitated the 
subsequent mission work. The Indians increasingly realised after 
1611 that settlement in specially set up mission villages offered
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important advantages, certainly when they discovered that the 
fathers were indeed opposed to all the attempts undertaken by the 
Spanish to conscript the Indians as labour. In other words, they had 
been found to keep their word. The upshot was that the Jesuits 
became the protectors of the Indians in the areas o f their missionary 
activity and the Indians were consequently increasingly prepared to 
entrust themselves to their care. In 1636, the audiencia of Charcas 
decreed that the father provincial of the Jesuits should act as 
protector  o f the Guaranies. He was considered to be the most 
suitable person to perform  that task (this function had already 
earlier been allotted to Hernandarias). The provincial superior was 
expected to act in all civil and criminal cases to protect and defend 
the Indians and was deemed competent to take wholly legally valid 
decisions. W here necessary, the Jesuits agitated from the pulpit in 
Asunción to increase the effectiveness of their policy.

As a result of all this, the Jesuits became increasingly less 
popular with the Spaniards. The great majority o f Spaniards soon 
no longer gave them any financial support and also refused other 
help, sometimes refused to sell them any goods and tried generally 
to underm ine their position.

The fact that the Indians who had been concentrated into reduc
tions by the Jesuits were exempted from performing personal servi
ces incidentally did not mean that they had no obligations to the 
Crown. They were free vassals of the Spanish king, owed him 
direct tribute as such and fell under his direct authority through the 
Jesuits. The Jesuits made no objection to this direct payment of 
tribute. I shall examine this in greater detail elsewhere in this 
chapter.

The last, but decidedly not the least, important group o f actors 
were the Spanish kings. They already wished to restrict the enco
mienda  system in the early colonial period, if not to abolish it 
completely, and to replace it by the payment of tribute directly to 
the Crown. That was also considered the most desirable arrange
ment for Paraguay, but the specific situation in this peripheral and 
‘underdeveloped’ province, the pressure from the local Spaniards 
and the lack o f cooperation from the governors forced the monarchs 
to acquiesce in the system of permanent or tem porary perform ance 
o f personal services for a long time after 1611. The system also had
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its advantages. Apart from the revenues yielded by each newly 
granted encomienda, the system also meant that savings could be 
made both on the collection o f tribute and on defence costs, because 
these were ultimately shifted onto the province (or more specifically 
the encomenderos). The mission villages of the Jesuits, which were 
supplied with arms, provided a reliable and almost free reinforce
ment of the local defence potential. The economist Pastore argued 
that, in view o f the mission villages’ tribute payments and their 
defensive task, it was financially more attractive for the Spanish 
Crown to exempt the Indians of the Jesuit missions from the 
perform ance o f personal services than to allocate them to private 
encom enderos. The important military function of the villages alone 
was already sufficient reason to oblige the Jesuits in many matters 
and to keep the tribute obligation low.

W hen the Spanish Crown and its governors finally took the 
abolition o f the encomiendas in Paraguay seriously and the number 
o f encomenderos consequently declined ever further (see Chapter 
14), the government was obliged to carry out various reorganisa
tions in the defence system in order to find a replacement for the 
self-financed encomendero-led militias. This became all the more 
necessary, because the military strength o f the form er mission 
villages had also declined. The change had already been initiated 
under Governor Pinedo. In 1801, a semi-professional army was 
established that was normally paid as far as possible (in cash) from 
tax revenues.7

The contribution o f the Jesuit missions to the functioning of the 
colonial economy

W hile many Guaranies contributed to the colonial economy through 
the encomienda and mandamiento systems, the Indians from  the 
Jesuit missions also did so, but in their own manner: through 
certain inescapable encomienda obligations, the payment o f tribute

7 Pastare 1994a:550-l; Pastore 1995:63,68; Pastore 1997a:350.
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and the mobilisation o f troops and workers for operations o f public 
interest.

The encomienda obligations

W hen they founded the reductions o f San Ignacio del Paraná south 
o f the Rio Tebicuary, and San Ignacio de Ipaumbuzú and Nuestra 
Señora de Loreto del Pirapd in el Guairá, the Jesuits were not yet 
able to rely on the decree o f 1607 granting exemption from enco
mienda  labour during the first ten years, nor on A lfaro’s proposal 
o f 1611 for the abolition o f the performance o f personal services, 
since the three villages concerned had been founded in 1610 and the 
Indians whom the missionaries concentrated there had already been 
largely allocated as encomendados to Spaniards from Asunción, 
Ciudad Real or Villa Rica, for whom they therefore had to perform  
work. In other words, the situation was different for these villages. 
With their later foundations, the Jesuits preferred to choose Indians 
who had not yet been incorporated into encomiendas, while they 
could now also point to A lfaro’s Ordenanzas and rely on exemption 
during the first ten years.

In a separate study of the encomienda in the Jesuit m issions, 
M aeder gives some details about the three villages ju st named, 
which are summarised below.

San Ignacio del Paraná (later: Guazii), the first Jesuit reduction 
in Paraguay, which was founded in 1610 in the then frontier zone 
near the Río Paraná, was able to consolidate as a mission village, 
because vecinos from Asunción offered support at least three times 
in the early stages when the settlement was threatened by indios 
canoeros del Paraná (Paranáes, otherw ise Payaguá). The reduction 
first received help from a number of Spaniards under the command 
o f Juan Resquin, then from a number under the command o f Diego 
Ponce de León (January/February 1611) and then again later from 
Spaniards under the command of Antonio de Añasco. This support 
was very probably offered because the Guaranies of Arapizandú, 
Anangará and other caciques had then already been declared 
encomendados o f these Spaniards. If not, they were then so decla
red as a consequence of the defence actions. The Indians from this 
pueblo de misiones with labour obligations were sent to Asunción
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for two months o f the year to work there for their encomenderos. 
The fact that they were absent for a long period, were set many bad 
examples by the Spaniards and were not always well treated, had an 
adverse effect on the (incidentally reasonably prosperous) mission 
settlement and caused the fathers some concern.

It is known that the village had 354 households and 1,324 
Indians at the time of a visitation on 21 May 1657. O f these, 30 
households (containing 109 persons) originated from the Uruguay 
region. They paid their tribute directly to the Crown, as did three 
other families (containing 15 individuals), while four other families 
(containing 15 persons) originated from Ytá and Yaguarón. This 
whole group o f 37 families, comprising 139 Indians and represen
ting 10 per cent o f the total population of San Ignacio, was exem p
ted from perform ing personal services. The remainder o f the 
population (317 families containing 1,188 persons), was distributed 
between 17 private encomiendas. One o f the encomiendas (that of 
Diego de Mendoza) was vacant and there was uncertainty about the 
titles o f three others (those o f Fulano Subillaga, Diego Rodriguez 
Natera and Juan Pérez de Cepeda). Table 15.1 gives further details.

The visitador who inspected the reduction in 1657 divided the 
Indians in that year into three groups, making it easier to send 
labour to Asunción at the desired time in order to meet the obliga
tion o f perform ing two months work.

The situation did not essentially change for San Ignacio in the 
seventeenth century. It was noted in a document o f 1679 that the 
number o f  encomendados en la real corona amounted to 59. A 
document of 1688 stated that one-sixth of the Indians from  San 
Ignacio del Paraná who were liable to perform  labour went to 
Asunción each month to perform personal services and that only 57 
were exempt from that obligation, because they paid their tribute 
directly to His Majesty. Those who went to Asunción perform ed 
agricultural work there for their encomenderos. They were not 
employed on yerba collection.

The fact that the Jesuits accepted the exceptional arrangem ent 
for San Ignacio Guazú indicates that they could see no opportunity 
to contest this, but it may be assumed that they did keep a close eye 
on whether the mitayos were being exploited. It may also be 
assumed that the regime that applied to their first reduction further
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convinced the Jesuits that their mission work was more likely to 
succeed if the Indians had as little as possible to do with the Spani
ards, since they generally learned little good from them .8

Table 15.1. Summary of the encomiendas existing in San Ignacio 
del Paraná in 1657.

Name o f No. of No. o f No. o f
Encomendero Fam il i  es Ind ians Caci ques

Diego Ximenes de Vargas 55 200 3
Juan Cabrera de l V a l le 45 169 3
Bernard ino  Osorio 32 109 3
Juan Hernández 28 107 2
Hernando P a d i l l a 18 85
García de Paredes* 22 80
Fulano Subi 1laga 19 70 1
Franc isco  de Arce 15 57 1
A g u s t ín  de In s a u r ra ld e 14 52 2
Rodrigo O r t i z  de Zárate 14 48
F ranc isco  Espfndo la  de Santa Cruz 12 43
Juan de Godoy 9 34
F ranc isco  Merlo 6 32
Juan Pérez de Cepeda 12 29
Diego de Mendoza 6 27
Diego Rodríguez Natera 5 22
Juan de V a l l e j o  V i l l a s a n t i 5 15

T o ta l  17 encomenderos 317 1,179** 15

Sources: Maeder 1984a:124. See a lso  Blumers 1992:59,73;
*  T i t .  26 .1 .1630 .
* *  Maeder r e fe r s  on p. 123 to  1,188 persons; but th e re  a re  1,179 
acco rd ing  to  the ta b le .

The two oldest reductions of el Guairá (San Ignacio de Ypaumbuzú 
and Loreto del Pirapó) were also inhabited by Indians who had 
been divided between encomiendas de servicios personales. On the 
grounds o f the conquests which had taken place here and the 
favours granted by governors, from the foundation o f these settle
ments, the adult males o f more than 2,000 families perform ed 
labour for Spaniards living in el Guairá. Officially, the Indians

M aeder 1984a: 122-6.
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were obliged from 1615 to work only for two months a year for 
their ‘m asters’, but since the latter were not well off, they tried to 
employ their encomendados throughout the year and sometimes 
succeeded. Here too, however, the Jesuits kept an eye on things, 
which earned the displeasure of the Spaniards, but did not mean 
that they were being deprived o f their rights. The fathers tried as 
far as possible to limit the abuses which arose when the encomende
ros sent the Indians to the yerbales of Mbaracayú, e.g. by stipula
ting that the Indians need not collect yerba in the unfavourable (hot) 
season. As we have related, because of the increasingly catastrophic 
aggression o f the bandeirantes, the Jesuits decided in 1631 on a 
large-scale move to safer areas situated farther to the south. Gara- 
vaglia suggested that the Jesuits perhaps also saw in the exodus an 
opportunity to exclude the encomenderos. W hatever the truth of 
this, the vecinos o f Ciudad Real, afraid that their Indians would 
settle too far from Mbaracayú and thereby harm their interests, 
tried to prevent the exodus at the last moment. They were eventual
ly forced, under the threat of a massive counteraction, to allow the 
roughly 12,000 refugees to go their way. Between September and 
December 1631 the fleeing Indians settled at a new location (see 
Chapter 6).

Some form er encomenderos protested at the loss o f their labour, 
but their protests did not result in the personal services being 
restored. A totally new situation had arisen: not only the converted 
Indians, but also the Spaniards, had been forced to leave el Guairá 
and the latter had, moreover, cried off when the missions had to be 
defended from the incursions of the bandeirantes. As encomende
ros, i.e. as persons who were expected to protect the Indians 
entrusted to them, they had totally failed. Like the inhabitants o f all 
the other villages founded after 1611, the inhabitants o f the newly 
founded Loreto and San Ignacio Mini by the middle Paraná started 
to pay tribute to the Crown instead o f perform ing personal services, 
on the understanding that they first enjoyed exemption for a consi
derable tim e.9

9 Garavaglia 1987b: 141-2; M aeder 1984a: 126-30.
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M aeder reports that there were further claims besides the claims 
on the Indians from the three villages named above. Spaniards from 
Asunción also tried to make use of the population o f the villages of 
Itapiia and Corpus, with the argument that the Indians here were 
actually pacified, not by the preaching o f the gospel by the Jesuits, 
but by means of la espada - the sword -  i.e. by force. The Jesuits, 
however, received support from Alfaro, who was staying in Para
guay at the time, and they were subsequently able to appeal to the 
decisions o f 1633 and 1649, mentioned earlier. This did not mark 
the end o f the vecinos’ attempts to be put in the right. The question 
was not finally resolved until three decades later, in 1661: a Real 
Cédula o f 15 October then summarised the antecedents set out by 
the visitador and determined that the Indians o f Corpus and Itapiia 
fell under the Spanish Crown. The downside o f this was that the 
Spaniards concerned felt that they had been let down by the Crown 
and relations with the Jesuits, indefatigable defenders o f Indian 
interests, were certainly not im proved.10

In el Itatin, too, the Jesuits had to deal with Spaniards who 
wished to use the labour of the Indians. As described in Chapter 6, 
four mission villages were founded in this region in the neighbour
hood o f Santiago de Jerez in 1631 and 1632, with Indians who were 
already obliged to perform  personal services. The settlements 
subsequently enjoyed a far from peaceful existence, because they 
had to be relocated, merged, split again etc. The interested vecinos 
at the various locations constantly tried to employ the Indians, 
which was incidentally not easy because of the attacks o f the 
Portuguese, the relocations and all the accompanying unrest. 
Gadelha reports that the remaining inhabitants o f Santiago de Jerez, 
who had sought refuge in Asunción at the end o f 1632, tried in 
1637, when the Jesuit reductions had again reached a certain level 
of prosperity, to have the Indians from the missions o f el Itatin 
work for them again. The Jesuits, however, were firmly opposed 
and argued that the encomenderos had left the Indians and their 
missionaries in the lurch during the bandeirante attacks, that the 
Indians had fled into the forests and been brought together again by

10 M aeder 1984a: 130-5.



The use of Indian labour (III) 747

the fathers and that the former encomenderos had consequently 
forfeited their rights. M oreover, converted Indians living in reduc
tions enjoyed exemption from tribute for ten years. In this way, the 
Jesuits succeeded in preventing the Indians from having to perform  
personal services.

In the 1640s, Bishop Cárdenas wished to entrust the Itatfn 
missions to the care of secular priests, undoubtedly partly in order 
to sidetrack the Jesuits and to give the Spaniards a freer hand. But 
nothing came of this. As we wrote in Chapter 6, the two remaining 
villages were moved in 1668 and 1669 to the region south o f the 
Rio Tebicuary, where they were called Santa M aría de Fe and 
Santiago. When the villages had been re-established at their perm a
nent southern location, a number of Spaniards again tried to lay a 
claim to the labour of the Itatines; they wanted to use them for 
yerba collection, which was hampered in its development by a 
shortage o f gatherers and carriers. The attempts were in vain. Not 
until 1673 did the Itatines begin to pay tribute to the Crown at their 
new location, and did so in the form o f linen cloths worth only one 
peso  (while the other Guaraníes mitayos had to supply labour to the 
value o f six pesos). In 1679, Carlos II permitted the villages o f San 
Ignacio Guazu, Santa M aría de Fe and Santiago to pay their tribute 
in either money or kind. Vecinos of Asunción nevertheless succee
ded in obtaining a decree from the audiencia on 17 May 1685 
requiring the inhabitants o f Santiago, Santa M aría de Fe and San 
Ignacio Guazú to gather yerba. The Jesuits offered resistance, 
however: the law forbade Indian labour, the villages were situated 
too far from the yerbales and their inhabitants had never perform ed 
such services in the past. The Spanish king finally declared that the 
Itatines were exempt from performing personal services, as they 
had been in the past decades."

To sum up, the final outcome was that the Jesuits achieved a 
victory for six o f the seven villages for which the perform ance of 
personal services was desired. Each time they made use o f the 
existing legislation. As a result, San Ignacio became the only 
village - and remained so - with encomendados', the Jesuits respec

11 Gadelha 1980:261,293; Garavaglia 1983:317-22; M aeder 1984a:135-6.
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ted this sole exception. The (ultimately) 29 other villages o f the 
U ruguay-Paraná region remained wholly outside the encomienda 
system.

The villages of San Joaquin and San Estanislao, which were 
founded in the north in 1746 and 1749, respectively, outside the 
main mission territory of the Jesuits, were a special case. The 
Indians who had been concentrated in these two reductions did not 
receive the status o f mitayos and nor did they pay the tribute o f six 
pesos  prescribed by Ley 7, Título 17, Libro  6, after the expiry o f 
the exemption period. The officials of the Real Hacienda  took the 
view in 1780 that they should pay, but Governor Pinedo asked for 
exemption on the grounds that these were frontier settlements 
intended to serve as a barrier against the infiltrations o f M onteses 
into the inhabited part of the Spanish province. Another conside
ration was that the levying of tribute would frighten o ff other 
groups o f Monteses, whom Pinedo also wished to concentrate into 
reductions. M oreover, the population had recently been plagued by 
drought and disease and was poor. There were incidentally not 
always so many Monteses living in the two villages, because they 
sometimes tended to withdraw into the forest. The Indians from the 
southern missions, who supported the Jesuits, constituted the 
perm anent core o f the population.12 Belén (1760) - the third 
settlement which the Jesuits created in the north - also remained 
outside the traditional encomienda system, as did the few reductions 
which were established in the Chaco.

The paym ent o f  tribute

The majority o f the villages paid tribute in the course o f tim e.13 
Under a royal decree o f 30 January 1607, the Indians who had 
allowed themselves to be concentrated in mission villages by the

12 Susnik 1965:199-200.
13 For the introduction and amount o f the tribute obligations o f the Jesuit 

villages, see: Blumers 1992:60-1,65; Carboneil de Masy 1986d: 153; Fassbin
der 1926: 12,47-9; Gadelha 1980:291-2; Garay n.d:98-100; Groh 1970:525, 
529; Gutiérrez 1984:100,107; Palacios & Zoffoli 1991:216; Santos Hernández 
1976:152.
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Franciscans in a peaceful manner, through preaching o f the gospel, 
were exempted from encomienda and tribute for 10 years. The 
Jesuits succeeded in having this decree applied not only to reduc
tions such as San José de Caazapá and Yuty, but also to the future 
Jesuit missions, and in having the Indians o f these villages fall 
directly under the Crown as soon as the ten-year period had expi
red. The tribute-free period started from the moment that the 
foundation of a reduction was confirmed by the governor, which 
sometimes took several years. The Jesuits subsequently succeeded 
in having the special situation continued. Philip IV informed the 
governors of the provinces o f Paraguay and Río de la Plata by Real 
Cédula in 1631 that the Indians of the new Jesuit missions were not 
to be given in encomienda, not even after ten years, but would fall 
under the Crown. The governors were requested to help the mis
sions. The decisions were ratified in a Rea! Cédula o f 23 February 
1633 and in orders o f the viceroy of Peru dated 30 June 1634. The 
prohibition on the performance of personal services was repeated in 
1642 and 1647. In 1643, the Order again persuaded the Spanish 
king to extend the exemption, because the missions were not yet 
able to raise the tribute through the incursions o f the bandeirantes 
and the damage and the suffering which they caused. Altogether, 
the Jesuits succeeded in having the Indians in the mission province 
o f Paraguay exempted from tribute for 40 years - until 1661.

These successes obviously also had their downside; they increa
sed the grumbling among the Spanish citizens. The Indians perfor
med no work for them and did not even pay tax to the king. In 
order to avoid the criticism that the Indians were liable for tribute 
as vassals of the king, but did not fulfil this obligation in practice, 
which made them appear to be the ‘property’ of the Jesuits, the 
fathers requested the Spanish Crown to fix the amount o f the tax.

The viceroy, Conde de Salvatierra, announced in a decree on 21 
June 1649 that all the Indians of the Paraná, Uruguay, Tape and 
Itatfn regions were exempted from mita obligations by royal decree 
and thereby fell directly under the Crown for tax purposes. At the 
same time, he announced that they need only pay a tax o f one peso  
(of 8 reales). The tax had to be paid in hard currency. It was a low 
tax; as we have said, the labour performance of the indios m itarios 
was valued at six pesos. The viceroy decided to grant the Indians
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Table 15.2. The number o f tributarios in each of the pueblos de 
misiones (x) in the period 1647-1784.

Vi l la g e 1647 1657 1675-6 1735 1772 1784

San Ig n a c io  Guazu 340 (354) 300 300 384 179
N uestra  Señora de Fe 311 537 231
Santa Rosa 311 335 498 224
S antiago 311 652 986 250
Itapúa 490 476 618 782 863 587
T r in id a d 349 364 331 264
Jesús 357 443 265
Corpus 400 334 241 436 1,054 564
San Ig n a c io  M in i 460 524 387 550 660 179
L o re to 430 355 499 791 544 293
Santa Ana 250 228 249 730 1,120 422
San Cosme 352 280 250 362 455 211
C an d e la ria 350 286 285 550 624 381

S u b to ta l P ara
guayan v i l la g e s 3,072 2,837 4,111 6,746 7,962 4 ,050*

San José 334 288 311 603 478
San C a rlos 665 460 349 458 374
Los A p ó s to le s 460 619 441 787 511
Concepción 800 740 345 1,052 669
Los M á r t ire s 293 257 300 711 465
Santa M aria  la  Mayor 500 549 403 460 360
San J a v ie r 328 299 302 654 373
San Angel 345 616 539
San Juan 308.4 858 707
San M igue l 502 385 308.4 797 527
San Lorenzo 403 787 335
San L u is 490 915
San N ic o lá s 568 619 511 1,045 859
San B o rja 387 457 780
Santo Tomé 750 719 502 583 488
La Cruz 486 325 418 915 685
Yapeyú 422 393 509 936 761

T o ta l a l l  v i l la g e s 9,180 8 ,490* 10,744 19,380* 16,873*

Sources: Blumers 1992:85 -6 ; A g u ir re  1949:486.
1647: Governor J a c in to  de L a r iz ;  1657: o id o r  D r.D . Juan B lásquez de 
V a lve rd e ; 1675/76: v is i t a d o r  Ibáñez de F a ría ; 1735: v is i t a d o r  Vázquez de 
Agüero, based on the  da ta  o f P ro v in c ia l S u p e r io r, Jaime A g u i la r ,  who 
based h is  da ta  on th a t  s u p p lie d  by the v i l la g e  p r ie s ts  under oath 
(B lum ers 1992: 6 2 ); 1772: Coronel D. Marcos Jose f L a rra z á b a l; 1784: 
Agui r re .
x = I n i t i a l l y  20, u l t im a te ly  30 a f te r  the  fo u n d a tio n  was com p le te .
*  = C o rre c te d  t o t a l .
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this exceptional privilege because o f their services and loyalty and 
the fact that they had been given the task as a border garrison to 
defend Spanish territory against Portugal. As we have noted, the 
mission villages were able to perform this task, because they had 
received official permission in 1646 to bear arms, principally thanks 
to Father Ruiz de Montoya.

As with the mita, the tax had to be paid only by men aged 18- 
50 years. W omen, children and older men were exempted. By 
referring to the ordenanzas then in force, the fathers also succeeded 
in gaining exemption for caciques and their eldest sons, the corregi
dores (for as long as they were in office) and certain other officials. 
Nor were servants o f the church (churchwardens and cantors) liable 
to pay tax.

In order to obtain the necessary hard currency, the fathers 
decided to gather and sell yerba. They obtained official permission 
for this activity. They appointed a special procurador in Santa Fe 
and also one in Buenos Aires, who ensured that the yerba which 
was brought there by the Indians was sold. The tax was paid with 
the revenue from the yerba.14

Payment o f  tribute was first introduced in 1661, although the 
first actual payment was not made until 1666. The number of 
taxpayers (tributarios) in the mission villages was fixed at 9 ,000 by 
Real Cédula o f 27 June 1665. This excluded some 2,000 Indians 
from the two reductions o f Itatin (Santa M aría de Fe and San 
Ignacio Caaguazti) and San Ignacio Guaztl, who were allowed to 
pay their tribute in the form of cotton cloth. The Consejo Real y  
Supremo de las Indias agreed on 17 July 1684 that the tribute pay
ment should be made on the basis o f the census conducted by Diego 
Ibañez de Faria in 1676. At the request of the Jesuits, 691 caciques 
and their 304 eldest sons, 12 Indians from each village (singers, 
churchwardens, alcaldes and service personnel of the corregidor), 
65 apostates from  Itaeurubi (because o f their recent conversion) and 
2,673 boys below the age o f 18 years were exempted. This reduced 
the number o f taxpayers by 3,997 persons from 14,437 (padrón of

14 See Blumers (1992:90) for the total number o f varas de lienzo contributed by 
each village in the period 1672-1735.
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Ibáñez de Faria) to 10,440. The number was increased to 10,505 by 
Real Cédula o f 2 November 1679.

Garay questions the fact that the Jesuits often succeeded in 
keeping the number o f taxpayers fairly constant for years at a time, 
despite the fact that the villages experienced a significant population 
increase. His criticism is only partly correct; the number did not 
change annually, but was always adjusted in the course o f time, as 
Table 15.2 shows. This table also shows that the number o f tributa
rios fell drastically after 1768, when the mission villages fell into 
decay after the departure o f the Jesuits. The thirteen villages 
belonging to the province o f Paraguay had only 4,050 tributarios in 
1784, while there had been 7,962 in 1772 and 6,746 in 1735.15

The services to the Spanish Crown

The mission Indians not only paid tribute, but also performed 
services for the Spanish C row n.16 These services formed their 
third contribution to the colonial economy. The principal service 
was the defence o f the borders, a task which the naturally warlike 
Guaranies undertook with enthusiasm and dedication and regarded 
as an honourable one. According to Piá, defence formed a kind o f 
escape valve for the belligerence that more or less sat in their 
blood. This defence was often no sinecure, because the force which 
the Spaniards managed to raise was relatively limited and its 
equipment often also left much to be desired. In other w ords, the 
governors were sometimes simply forced to request substantial help 
from the efficiently organised militias o f the missions in order to be 
able to deal with attacks or the danger o f attacks. They always

15 Aguirre (1949:486) gives a total o f 4,054 tributarios, but his count is not 
wholly correct.

16 For this, see Palacios & Zoffoli 1991:211-3,222-3. Also: Conzelmann 1958: 
90-1; Fassbinder 1926:47,50-6; Garavaglia 1987b: 143; Piá 1963:138; Santos 
Hernández 1976:156. For a summary of the help which was offered to the 
Spaniards by the Indian militias, see Tepp (1953:573). Carbonell de Masy 
(1992:355 et seq.) contains a more extensive summary of the services perfor
med by the Guarani villages for the Crown. It should be noted that this 
support came not only from the villages classed as belonging to the province 
o f Paraguay, but also from those o f the la Plata province.
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received that support, which was in accordance with the arrange
ments agreed between the Jesuits and the Crown. The militias o f 
the mission villages were deployed at the request of the governors 
o f Asunción and Buenos Aires, for example, in the defence o f the 
province against the attacks of Guaycurúes and other hostile Chaco 
tribes, which threatened Paraguay Oriental or towns like C orrien
tes, Santa Fe and Buenos Aires. The militias also defended Buenos 
Aires and the la Plata estuary at various times against the attacks o f 
the Portuguese, English, French and Danish pirates. In the period 
1680-1777 the mission Indians were deployed four times, together 
with Spanish troops, to drive the Portuguese from Colonia. For the 
siege o f Colonia in 1702, the mission villages supplied 4,000 
soldiers (accompanied by seven Jesuits) for eight months; 150 
Guaranies died in this action and 200 were wounded. In such 
actions, the Spaniards generally commanded the indigenous forces. 
For the expulsion o f the Portuguese who tried to establish them 
selves in 1723 on the site of Montevideo, Governor Bruno M auricio 
de Zavala received the support of 4,000 armed Guaranies, supplied 
with provisions. After the Portuguese had withdrawn, half o f the 
Guaranies returned to their villages, while 2,000 stayed on for a 
year to help with the building and strengthening o f M ontevideo, 
which was then founded. The works took up a total o f five years, 
so that new teams of workers had to be sent after a year. At the 
time o f Bishop Cárdenas and the Revolución de los Comuneros, the 
Indians even fought against the rebellious Spanish population. In 
order to bring the rebellious Comuneros under control in 1732,
6.000 Indians were deployed during a campaign which lasted nearly 
eight months. The la Plata governor, Bruno M auricio de Zavala, 
asked for 12,000 armed Indians between the end o f 1734 and the 
beginning o f 1735 to enable him finally to restore law and order.

In around 1743, the mission villages were capable o f sending 4-
6.000 armed Indians without much difficulty to places where they 
were needed. The militias were always accompanied by a number 
o f Jesuits, who not only served as chaplains, but also kept an eye 
on things.

Apart from being deployed in defence, the mission Indians were 
also employed by the governors with some regularity for the 
carrying out o f public works, such as the building o f fortifications
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(for example, in Buenos Aires and Luján), reinforced city ramparts 
(such as around Montevideo), churches (for example, in Córdoba), 
other public buildings in various towns of the two provinces (Asun
ción, Corrientes, Santa Fe) and ships. These tasks involved the 
departure of hundreds, sometimes even a few thousand Indians for 
a period of several months, which was obviously by no means 
always conducive to the functioning o f the village economy. If the 
work lasted for more than a year, they were discharged. The labour 
was performed almost free and the mission villages were also 
responsible for providing their own provisions, clothing, vehicles 
and ships, beasts o f burden, munition and other necessities. After 
the project had been completed, the Indians simply returned to 
being farmers in their home villages. This arrangement meant that 
the colony o f Paraguay had available at crucial moments a large 
number o f relatively diligent and, in any event, cheap workers. 
Palacios & Zoffoli calculated that a total of 38,798 mission Indians 
were deployed in carrying out the services which were performed 
for the province of la Plata over a period of 98 years (from 1637 to 
1735) and that 9,993 Guaranies were involved in the services that 
were perform ed for the province of Paraguay. If wages had been 
paid for these, they would have amounted to two million pesos', the 
costs involved with the activities would probably also have am oun
ted to two million pesos. This gives a total o f four million pesos  
which the Crown saved itself because the labour was supplied free 
and the mission villages supplied provisions, weapons and other 
necessities themselves.

The largest number o f Indians employed for civil purposes was 
made available by the villages in 1724-6, when 2,000 Indians were 
recruited by the governor o f Buenos Aires to build the fortress o f 
Montevideo. The founder o f Montevideo, Bruno M auricio de 
Zavala, was very impressed by their obedience and diligence. This 
was incidentally partly due to the fact that the Indians were accom
panied - as usual - by several missionaries.

Indigenous labour could not just be recruited from the Jesuit 
missions, but could be used only in special cases, for which pur
pose permission was required from the Crown, on the understan
ding that the governor also had the right to request Indian support 
in very urgent situations (e.g. defence) without permission from
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higher authority. The Indians could never, however, be obliged by 
the government to perform  wage labour for private citizens. This 
meant, for example, that the mission Indians could not be recruited 
by Spaniards for yerba collection. The mandamiento  applied in the 
mission villages only to real servicio and was always implemented 
after consultation with and under the auspices o f the Jesuits.

The Indians who performed ‘m andamiento’ labour for the prov
ince generally received no wage (although they did sometimes 
receive bonuses), but were maintained from their villages during 
that time; the villages then sometimes enjoyed exemption from, or a 
reduction of, tribu te .17

In fact, hardly a year passed in which the reductions did not 
dem onstrate their services to the Spanish Crown in one way or 
another. For this reason alone, the accusation that the Jesuit m is
sions endangered the colonial empire is unjust. The Indians from 
these missions behaved as loyal and useful vassals o f the king; they 
protected and supported the colonial empire for as long as the 
Jesuits were in control. On the other hand, the contribution o f the 
Spanish population to the functioning o f the missions was always 
minimal, if not non-existent.

The use o f Indian labour in the Jesuit missions

The majority o f the Indians whom the Jesuits brought together did 
not perform  services elsewhere during the greater part of their time, 
but simply worked in their village. Some o f the available labour 
was used here to gather yerba and so to satisfy the tribute obliga
tions, but all the other labour was available in principle to keep the 
subsistence economy o f the villages running.

From the moment that they concentrated the Guaranies in reduc
tions, the Jesuits made every effort to accustom them - from young 
to old - to regular work. They were quite strict about this and 
required the Indians to lead an almost ascetic and industrious life,

17 Conzelmann 1958: 90-1; Fassbinder 1926:45,47,50; Garavaglia 1987b: 128,- 
143.
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but they did take the time to help the Indians to do so. This habitu
ation was incidentally not so easy, because the Indians had never 
been accustomed to perform  regular work and they were m oreover 
- at least, so it was thought - somewhat slow. They had to be 
regularly encouraged.18 This slowness was even pointed out as a 
problem  throughout colonial history.

The Indians worked throughout the week; only Sundays and 
holidays were free, when they went to church and various recreatio
nal activities were organised. The children (certainly those who did 
not go to school) were obliged to perform  certain odd jobs, such as 
weeding the fields during the farming season or working in the 
huerta  o f  the fathers, from their seventh year. They were thus 
familiarised with regular work from infancy. The sick, invalids, the 
elderly and prisoners (if there were any) were also supposed to 
perform  appropriate work. Those who were no longer able to work 
were wholly cared for by the community. There were no beggars in 
the mission villages, because begging was simply not allowed.

M ost o f the labour was obviously supplied by the adult male and 
female population. Everyone in this category was expected to work, 
including the caciques. As a result, the Jesuits in fact possessed an 
enormous labour potential, certainly in the eighteenth century, when 
the missions were very populous.

The women helped with the sowing, harvesting and transport of 
the farm crops, they looked after the household, fetched water and 
firewood, prepared the meals and made pottery for their own use. 
They also made their contribution to the village economy by 
spinning a certain quantity of wool or cotton. Twice a week (on 
Saturdays and W ednesdays) they received half a libra o f cotton or 
wool, which they had to spin and deliver to the village warehouse 
after a few days. A note was made at the warehouse o f who had 
supplied the product in case it proved not to be up to standard.

The men performed the heavier agricultural work (such as 
clearing the land), went hunting, were employed in cattle ranching, 
in various transport activities, in boat-building, the firing o f bricks 
and tiles, repairing the churches, other building activities in the

18 Conzelmann 1958:43.
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village, the construction o f roads and bridges, or the digging o f 
zanjas to keep the cattle inside the pastures. The collection o f yerba 
in the wild and the non-agricultural activities generally took place in 
the period when little or no arable farming was done and the 
weather was less warm. The men also belonged, if they were fit, to 
the militias. Some o f them were craftsmen. W eaving was a task of 
the m en.19

Everyone was a farmer in any event, including the caciques, 
because every household had a lote, which they cultivated them 
selves and was looked after by others during their absence. The 
household had in principle four days a week to work on its plot. 
With the craftsmen, things were so arranged that, during the 
farm ing season (some seven months) they worked for a week in the 
workshops and a week on their plot, so that sufficient continuity 
was maintained in the craft production.20 All the men (except the 
caciques, cabildantes, churchwardens, carers for the sick and 
craftsmen) had moreover to work for two or sometimes three days 
a week (generally on Saturdays and Mondays) on the village land 
(,tupambaé). The labour which the Indians invested in their own 
plots was obviously not paid, since the crops were grown for their 
own consumption. Nor were people paid for the labour which was 
perform ed communally. They worked for the community and 
subsequently profited from what the community possessed and 
divided. Partly for this reason, no money circulated in the villages.

When the mission work was at its peak, the 30 villages had a 
combined population of over 140,000 inhabitants. This enormous 
labour potential enabled the fathers to produce in quantity and, in 
addition to the production for subsistence, to generate sufficient 
surpluses to pay for various extras.

In order to stimulate labour motivation as much as possible, the 
w ork - especially on the communal fields - was surrounded with 
ritual. The Indians marched singing to the fields. The m issionaries 
sometimes also offered bonuses (especially to the weavers). The

19 Caraman 1976:118; Garavaglia 1987b: 159-61; Haubert 1967:198; Meliá 
Lliteras 1969:14-5; Susnik 1984b: 12.

20 Garavaglia 1987b: 160; Hernández 1913:210.
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start and ending of work were marked by the ringing o f bells. A 
general characteristic was the checking by celadores. Everything, 
but especially the work on the communal fields and the craft 
production, was subject to supervision, firstly by the alcaldes and 
the caciques and, lastly, by the fathers.

An important positive aspect o f all this was not only that goods 
were produced regularly and in sufficient quantity, but that the 
fathers familiarised the Indians with regular work. This habituation 
unintentionally prepared them for later integration, as farm ers, 
workers or craftsmen, into colonial society.21

The Jesuits employed the Indians who lived in the mission 
villages as labour only in and around the reductions. They did not 
let any Indians work on the chacras, puestos ganaderos and estan
cias that were situated far from the villages, but employed Negro 
slaves, whom the Order had specially bought for that purpose. In 
some villages, use was also made of free Negroes and mulattoes, 
who received a wage.22

All in all, the Jesuits made moderate use of Indian labour. They 
treated the Indians as equals and paternalistically (i.e. more or less 
as children). They generally allowed them to work for not more 
than 6-8 hours a day, with a break for the midday meal and the 
siesta, sometimes even only half a day, which was less than in the 
civil society, where working days o f 16 hours were normal. There 
were also a good number of holidays, but nevertheless sufficient 
was produced, despite the fact that productivity was not high by 
European standards.23

In many respects, the Jesuits built on the situation that had 
existed in traditional Guarani society. One thinks, for example, of 
the division o f labour, the joint carrying out o f certain activities, 
the principle o f reciprocity (jointly helping to cultivate each o ther’s 
fields), the calling in o f the help o f the caciques for the allocation 
o f work and the sharing of what had been jointly produced. This

21 Conzelmann 1958:44; Garavaglia 1987b: 159,161; Hernández 1913:208; Piá 
1963:142; Wirtz 1979:78.

22 Capdevielle 1922:30; Durán Estrago 1997:19.
23 Capdevielle 1922:23; Lazzarotto 1978:48; McNaspy 1987:42; Simón 1987:- 

108; Wirtz 1979:78.
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building on existing customs, together with the systematic use o f 
labour, explained the Jesuits’ success.

The Indians did not have to work for the fathers themselves. 
The senior priest counted as the representative of the Spanish 
Crown and was paid by the government from the taxes it received 
from the villages; the second priest was paid by the Order. The 
fathers therefore, in fact, received a modest salary. If they consu
med food supplied by the Indians, they had to pay for it. Fathers or 
student priests who lodged temporarily in a mission village had to 
pay for their stay. If the Indians performed certain activities special
ly for the Jesuits, the village received a remuneration in return. 
This happened, for example, when timber was cut for the Colegio 
o f the Jesuits in Santa Fe or Buenos Aires and subsequently had to 
be transported there.24

After the Jesuits were forced to leave the missions in 1768, the 
communal production and associated labour obligations were 
m aintained and the civil administrators, who were given responsibi
lity for the material affairs of the missions, had the task o f ensuring 
that the activities proceeded as normally as possible. The Indians 
also had to continue to pay tribute; they were not yet incorporated 
into encomiendas at this stage. The authorities hoped that, through 
these and other measures, no great unrest would arise, despite the 
expulsion o f the beloved missionaries, and that a generous source of 
trained and docile labour would continue to be available, which 
would both ensure that developments continued as successfully as 
previously and that the labour shortage in the province outside the 
m ission region would be reduced.

The communal system soon became the subject of criticism , but 
without it being abolished; that did not happen until 1848. Through 
causes which we have already discussed elsewhere, the mission 
Indians increasingly tended to withdraw from the communal pro
duction system (for example, by settling outside the village). M ore
over, as the villages lost more and more inhabitants (particularly 
young people), the communal obligations came to rest on a dim ini
shing number o f shoulders. Through all this, the communal produc

24 Caraman 1976:123.
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tion system quite soon began to function less well. Production on 
the villagers’ own plots also began to decline. This also happened 
because the Indians were given the freedom to perform paid work 
for two days a week. Many left the missions not tem porarily, but 
permanently. The craftsmen readily found employment in Asunción 
and other places; other mission Indians hired themselves out as 
workers on livestock or arable farms and others again established 
themselves as independent small farm ers.25

The use o f Indian labour in the pueblos de indios

In the pueblos de indios, too, every able-bodied person was expec
ted to work; those who could no longer work were maintained by 
the village. According to the internal regulations o f G overnor Melo 
de Portugal issued in 1784, all men and women from the age o f 11 
years had to work four days a week for the village community. 
This included caciques and the elderly, but the sick, the corregidor 
and certain other village officials were exempted. The obligation to 
work for four days applied to the men aged between 18 and 50 
years insofar as they were not absent perform ing their mita  duties 
or other external labour obligations. The situation was no different 
in practice in the years before 1784; the regulations simply confir
med the existing situation.

Most o f  the men had no specific training and mainly or only 
carried out farm work on the communal fields and estancias in their 
village. A smaller number worked as craftsmen (<oficiales, menes
trales) in the village workshops (oficios). They made up the more 
skilled part of the labour force and, as such, received small bonuses 
from tim e to time. Tasks o f lesser importance for the community 
included the maintenance o f the houses, buildings and church and, 
in a reduction like San José de Caazapá, ferrying travellers and 
goods across the Tebicuary-m i and the transport o f post from Santa 
Bárbara de Yuty to Mbuyapey and from Santa Ana to Santa Bárbara 
on the return journey.

M Duviols 1980:75-8; White 1975:428-32.
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The principal official communal task o f the women was spin
ning. Each week (often on Monday) they received a certain quantity 
o f cotton, which they had to return after a number o f days (often on 
Saturday). The cotton yarn they produced was given to the enco
mendero, or sold or processed on the spot. The revenue benefited 
the village exchequer. The women also had the task o f running the 
household and bringing up the children. They also made pottery, 
when necessary, for their own use.

The children performed many lighter activities. They were 
employed to collect the crops from the land, to weed the huertas, to 
look after their younger brothers or sisters, to keep the streets and 
squares clean etc.

On the two remaining days o f the week, the men were free to 
work for themselves; Sunday was a rest day. The majority worked 
on their own plot o f land on those two days, others did craft work 
on their own account, while others again did some paid work (see 
below).

The work for the community was controlled by the cura-doctri- 
nero or -  at a later period - the administrador. The members o f the 
cabildo passed on his instructions and supervised the execution of 
the tasks. The village priest or administrator was also responsible 
for ensuring that the external labour obligations were met. He took 
decisions on the leasing o f village lands to strangers and hired in 
external labour (such as Creoles, Negroes, mulattoes or Indians 
from  elsewhere), if this was needed for deployment on the livestock 
ranches, in yerba collection or other activities. The cura or adm ini
strador further supervised the work in the workshops, which were 
situated in the neighbourhood of the presbytery or his home, and 
also managed the warehouses in which the goods were stored that 
had been produced on the communal lands o f the village or purcha
sed for the community. He ensured that the households were 
supplied by the village with meat, milk, other food, clothing, 
yerba, salt, tobacco, sugar and everything else necessary for 
sustenance. The sick received extra rations of meat and milk. The 
cura-doctrinero or administrador also decided on the disposal o f  the 
communal products (often surpluses) and the purchase o f goods 
which the village needed and usually did so without other people 
having a sight o f his transactions. The curas-doctrineros or adm ini
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strators were, in other words, the people who - apart from the 
obligations imposed from outside -  largely determined the whole 
economic functioning o f the village, including the labour process. 
Precisely how they did so varied. Some took more account of their 
own interests than others and some were stricter (if not downright 
despotic) than others. W ithout exception, however, they adm iniste
red punishments if the Indians did not perform  their tasks well. 
They incidentally considered this to be quite norm al, because 
Indians were considered to be slow, lazy and stupid and therefore 
in need o f strict guidance.

An important difference between the pueblos de indios and the 
mission villages of the Jesuits was that the former had much 
stronger relations with Spanish colonial society. The Indians fell 
under the encomienda system and could also be obliged to make 
their labour available through mandamientos. M oreover, these 
stronger ties and the greater flexibility shown by the village adm ini
strators, encouraged the Indians to hire themselves out tem porarily 
as labour on a voluntary basis, certainly in the late colonial period. 
As a result, less labour was left over on balance for communal 
work in the villages and for individual labour on the Indians’ own 
plots. Very often the obligatory perform ance o f external services 
was o f such a magnitude that the village economy was faced with a 
shortage o f male labour. The manner in which the governors 
managed the indigenous labour potential - arbitrarily or less arbitra
rily - had a great influence here. The flight of Indians, in order to 
avoid the oppressive burdens, increased the shortage still further. 
The ultimate result was that the production potential was underused. 
Because o f the shortage o f male labour, a considerable part o f the 
agricultural and other work that had to be done in the villages 
devolved upon the women, children, old people and others who had 
no external labour obligations. In particular, this often made the 
task of the women quite heavy, the more so as they were also 
largely expected to run the household and to bring up the children. 
The paradoxical situation sometimes arose that there were in fact 
enough Indians present to allow the village economy to function, 
but Creoles, free Negroes or mulattoes nevertheless had to be hired 
in to cover the local labour need, due to the excessive recruitm ent 
o f indigenous labour. Such a situation occurred, for example, in
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San José de Caazapá at the end of the eighteenth century, that, until 
then, had always loyally carried out the orders of the governors.26

The quantity o f labour that was available for the village eco
nomy was determined not only by the external demand, but also by 
the internal response to that demand. Some curasIadm inistradores, 
corregidores and cabildos were more open to the call that was made 
on the village labour from outside than others. Some even connived 
with the illegal use o f labour outside the mita obligations and 
licencias, because they could derive advantage from it themselves. 
If they were called upon by the authorities to account for them 
selves during the periodic visitations, they usually claimed that the 
absent Indians had fled. What also determined the attitude o f the 
village adm inistrators was the way in which they assessed the 
relative advantages and disadvantages to the village of perform ing 
external services. If the Indians performed work outside their 
village, e.g. as craftsmen, they were allowed to retain only a half 
o f what they earned; the other half of the wage (for a long time 
paid in kind) went into the ‘village exchequer’. It was sometimes 
found more attractive to acquire certain goods (e.g. cotton cloths) 
with the income from external labour than to cultivate the land 
intensively and to generate resources in that way. The opposite also 
occurred, however; the village authorities sometimes protested 
against the excessive burden o f outside work. The obligations 
towards the encomenderos were sometimes even bought o ff in order 
to retain sufficient labour to keep the village economy running.

Particularly in the late colonial period, when the encomienda  
system was increasingly breaking down and the Spanish population 
was not only increasing, but also becoming more dispersed over the 
countryside, the opportunities for Indians to hire themselves out 
tem porarily or more permanently as free labour to private indivi
duals increased considerably. The growing economic activity in that 
time also increased the demand for labour. The craftsmen were the 
people who most easily found employment. The corregidores and 
other adm inistrators often mediated in this. The village income 
from external sources increased as a result, so that communal

26 Durán Estragó 1992b:123-4; Susnik 1966:178.
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production was no longer such a determining factor in the financial 
position of the villages.27 I shall return to this in greater detail in 
Chapter 16.

Concluding remarks

Recapitulating, it may be noted that the Spaniards first made use of 
indigenous labour for several decades on the basis o f friendship, 
sexual and kinship relationships. In 1556, this use was institutionali
sed with the introduction o f the encomienda system. The latter 
incidentally did not mean that the performance o f services based on 
the above relationships wholly disappeared. Like the pueblos de 
indios, the encomiendas constituted an important instrument for 
incorporating the indigenous population as labour into Spanish 
colonial society. The introduction of the encomienda mitaria  in 
1556 meant that two variants of the exploitation o f indigenous 
labour arose in Paraguay: the encomienda originaria  and the 
encomienda mitaya. Both existed throughout the colonial period.

The encomienda mitaria  was introduced into a great part o f the 
then still extensive province of Paraguay at the end o f the sixteenth 
century. That was possible partly thanks to the fact that a number 
o f reductions were founded after 1580 with the help of Franciscan 
missionaries. From then on, the encomienda was consolidated and 
this institution was at its most ‘flourishing’ in the seventeenth 
century and the first half o f the eighteenth century. After 1770, the 
system rapidly began to break down as a result of a new, actively 
implemented, government policy. The number o f encomiendas 
declined, but the average number of encomendados per encomienda 
increased. The institution o f encomienda survived longer in Para
guay than elsewhere in Spanish America. Williams has qualified it 
as a mild and paternalistic form of slavery.28 The encomienda 
mitaria in Paraguay retained its own character throughout the

27 Durán Estragó 19926:97-8,139-42; Susnik 1965:192-3,137; Susnik 1990- 
91:21.

28 Williams 1979:12.
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colonial period; no tribute was paid in money or in kind, but labour 
was supplied.

The encomienda originaria was important not only in the early 
decades o f the colonial period, but also in the second half o f the 
sixteenth century when the Guaranies were still rebelling against 
their incorporation into encomiendas mitayas, the Indian population 
was decreasing and the Franciscan reductions had not yet been 
founded or were only beginning to be established. As the enco
mienda mitaya became a more established institution, the relative 
importance o f the encomienda originaria decreased, but it never 
became totally unimportant. Paraguay had yanaconas until the end 
o f the colonial period.

The encomenderos were to be found in the large population 
centres. These were originally Asunción, Ciudad Real, Villa Rica, 
Santiago de Jerez and the towns founded in the later gobernación  of 
la Plata after 1573. From about 1635, they lived, as far as Para
guay was concerned, only in the jurisdictions o f Asunción and Villa 
Rica and, after 1715, also in San Isidro de Curuguaty.

The indios originarios were to be found in Asunción, Villa 
Rica, for a time also in Talavera del Rey and, after 1715, also in 
San Isidro de Curuguaty, including the districts belonging to their 
jurisdiction, in fact; therefore the areas where the Spanish popula
tion (including mestizoes) lived. The indios mitarios lived in special 
pueblos de indios, situated outside the mission territory o f the 
Jesuits, and in San Ignacio Guazú. In 1651, there were still 16 
Indian settlements which fell under the encomienda system, but 
after 1676 there were only 10: somewhat northeast o f Asunción 
there were Altos, Atyrá and Tobati, south and southeast o f the 
capital there were Itá, Ypané, Guarambaré, Yaguarón, Yuty and 
Caazapá, and south of the Río Tebicuary there was the isolated San 
Ignacio Guazú. The villages formed contact points in the pattern of 
town-country relationships, i.e. points at which relations with the 
hinterland were maintained from Asunción (home of the majority of 
the encomenderos).

The possession o f an encomienda mitaria and/or encomienda  
originaria  did not provide the majority of encomenderos with much 
real wealth. The numbers of Indians were generally small, which 
meant that the encomenderos led a sober existence. According to a
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reseña general o f 1674, they were very simply dressed and fed. 
They by no means always ate wheaten bread, but consumed mainly 
maize and m anioc.29 There were, moreover, almost immediately 
m ore poor Spaniards who had to manage wholly without the 
support o f Indians, than there were encomenderos. As time went 
on, the encomenderos became an increasingly small group. The few 
people who could ultimately claim to be the owners o f a large or 
very large encomienda  came to belong to the economic and political 
élite o f the province. Although the encomienda brought with it the 
obligation to give religious instruction, pay tax and contribute to 
defence, the gains predominated on balance, if only because the 
encomenderos did not always take their obligations too seriously.

From  the beginning until, certainly, the middle o f the eighteenth 
century, the Indians formed the backbone of the economy for the 
province as a whole. In about 1750, however, yanaconas and 
m itarios (including family members) nevertheless formed no more 
than 6-8 per cent o f the provincial population (84,060 persons in 
1761). The subsistence sector, but even more the commercial 
production o f yerba and its transport to the market were, in fact, 
largely dependent on Indian labour until well into the eighteenth 
century. In other w ords, Indian labour formed for a very long time 
m ore or less the Achilles heel o f the colonial economy. This ‘heel’ 
had been touched by the Jesuits, because they succeeded in keeping 
the majority o f the Indians outside the system o f the encomiendas 
de servicios personales, but it had also been ‘dam aged’ by other 
developm ents, such as the decline of the Indian population through 
miscegenation, disease and death.

The miscegenation was at least in part an effect o f the enco
mienda  relationships. It occurred not only through the yanaconato, 
but also through the mitazgo  (very many encomenderos had wives 
and concubines from the villages in which their labour lived). 
Together with racial mixing, the encomienda  also greatly furthered 
acculturation. The yanaconas were even largely Hispanicised. The 
small average size of the encomiendas, the fact that - partly as a 
result - there were usually several encomenderos in each native

29 Velázquez 1995 (=1972):568.
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village, the circumstance that the latter increasingly included 
mestizoes, and the fact that no tribute was paid, but services were 
perform ed for individuals, incidentally also contributed to this 
acculturation, since these were all circumstances which strengthened 
Spanish-Indian contacts. The fact that production was largely for 
subsistence reduced the differences between the Spanish and the 
Indian economies and this was also conducive to racial mixing.

For the Indians themselves, their integration into the labour 
process by the Spaniards meant not only control of their lives, but 
also cultural change and even alienation. W hole village com m uni
ties became more or less economically, socially and culturally 
disintegrated, tem porarily or permanently, because they were 
reduced in size, their women were taken away and less labour was 
available to keep the village economy running. The work in the 
yerbales, in particular, was arduous and resulted in many deaths 
throughout the colonial period. It is not surprising therefore that a 
number o f mitarios tried to flee. The position of the caciques was 
partly undermined, because curas doctrineros or lay adm inistrators 
largely took over their tasks.

In exchange for their services, the Indians were sometimes given 
a respectful, paternalistic encomendero, but more often someone 
who was not very interested in their wellbeing, but all the more 
interested in their labour potential. It was very difficult to provide 
for religious instruction in the early period (until about 1610), 
because there was such a shortage of priests that a permanent stay 
in the villages was impossible for them. The situation subsequently 
improved, because the number of priests increased and the Church 
was reinforced by the Jesuits. From the beginning o f the seven
teenth century, the Indian settlements could be permanently entru
sted to the care of a regular or secular priest. The costs o f this were 
borne by the encomendero, who had to maintain the village priest. 
The religious instruction of the yanaconas throughout the colonial 
period was highly dependent on the personal conviction o f the 
encomendero  and the distance between his home and the nearest 
church or chapel. For a long time, the yanaconas had their own 
parish in Asunción, but those in the countryside might live far from 
a church or chapel. Religious instruction and experience o f faith 
consequently varied considerably.
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Viewed over the longer term, it may be said that, while the 
pueblos de indios which were entrusted to the care o f Franciscans 
(usually Creoles) and secular priests performed a protective func
tion, because they enabled the Indians to retain a part o f their 
identity through segregation and their own institutions, they also 
initiated the gradual integration of the Indians into the dominant 
society o f Spaniards, Creoles and mestizoes. By this means, the 
Indians were gradually prepared for full integration into that 
society, a process that was incidentally not complete until 1848.

There were other contacts besides those which derived from the 
encomienda system. These included contacts through trade and 
traffic and because Spaniards settled as squatters or tenants on lands 
belonging to the villages. The native villages, in particular, which 
were situated close to yerbales or along the routes to them thus 
became accustomed to Spanish ways.30

The pueblos de indios are clearly distinguished in this respect 
from the pueblos de misiones which were led by the Jesuits. There 
the Indians were exempted from performing personal services and 
isolation was greatly preferred to contact. In contrast to the secular 
priests and Franciscans, the Jesuits even deliberately opposed many 
contacts. They believed that the Indians had little good to learn 
from the Spaniards. Relations with the dominant society were 
consequently weaker, so that acculturation proceeded differently. 
The form er mission Indians were nevertheless certainly not wholly 
unprepared for integration when the villages lost their closed 
character.

In both types of villages, the priests did familiarise the Indians 
with everything that appeared useful, such as the use o f European 
agricultural implements and methods, the keeping o f European 
livestock, the application of European industrial techniques and -  
last, but not least - the Christian faith with its norms and values.31

In order to obtain an accurate picture of the situation, it should 
not be forgotten that by no means all the labour in Paraguay was 
supplied by the Indians and that all their labour potential was

30 Whigham 1995:183.
31 Whigham 1995:159,175.
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utilised through the encomienda system. As we have mentioned, 
informal services were also supplied on the basis o f sexual, friend
ship and kinship relationships, and labour was recruited through the 
mandamiento  system. M oreover, there was non-Indian labour, 
because, besides the mitarios and yanaconas (Indians and non
assimilated mestizoes), there were the Spaniards - the Creoles and 
the officially recognised mestizoes. The majority lived from subsis
tence agriculture on small fields and pastures or from artisan trade, 
and therefore also themselves put their shoulders to the wheel. If 
necessary, they also hired themselves out as tem porary labour, both 
within agriculture and outside it. The mestizoes preferred to work 
on estancias and chacras, were initially less inclined to perform  
trabajos de peón  (day labourer’s work), but did eventually do so, 
although they continued to find certain tasks beneath their dignity 
and regarded them as ‘Indian w ork’. The Creoles were even less 
prepared to do many kinds o f work. Besides poor Spaniards, the 
Indians from the pueblos de indios also sometimes hired themselves 
out as tem porary labour, especially in the late colonial period. The 
Indians from the former pueblos de misiones also then offered 
themselves on the labour market. Nor should the slaves be forgot
ten .32 M ore attention is devoted in the next chapter to the em ploy
ment o f free labour and to slavery.

It should also be mentioned, for forming an accurate picture, 
that the Indians employed an important part o f their labour for their 
own benefit. They worked communally on the land in the villages, 
a number also practised crafts there, the products o f  which benefi
ted the village economy, and they all cultivated their own small 
plots. The internal utilisation of the labour potential was at its 
maximum in the mission villages o f the Jesuits, which - with one 
exception - were exempted from performing personal services. The 
Indians of the Jesuit missions could be employed tem porarily by the 
governor and with the agreement o f the Order only for specific 
defence tasks or certain public works. In the pueblos de indios, on 
the other hand, there was a permanent tension between the tasks 
which had to be performed for local self-sufficiency and the exter-

32 Pastore 1972:84.
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nal obligations (mita, mandamiento). The latter often imposed a 
heavy burden. The use o f labour for local self-sufficiency was most 
efficiently organised in the mission villages, and less so in the 
pueblos de indios.

The various kinds o f labour were concentrated in only a part of 
Paraguay: the part of Paraguay Oriental effectively occupied by the 
Spaniards (including Creoles and mestizoes) and Jesuits. There 
w ere, in addition, two further, totally different worlds: the Chaco 
with its warlike, almost wholly non-subjected nomadic population, 
and the eastern periphery immediately bordering on Brazil (the 
present departments o f Alto Paraná, Amambay and Canindeyd and 
territory of Monteses), where not a single permanent Spanish 
settlement was founded in the colonial period.



16

The use of ‘black’ and free labour

The economy o f Paraguay depended initially almost wholly on the 
use o f unfree Indian labour. The number o f yanaconas and m ila
n os, however, gradually declined and eventually all the encom ien
das were abolished. Besides Indians, Negroes and mulattoes were 
already being used as labour, partly as slaves, in the early colonial 
period. Slavery was not very extensive in Paraguay and, unlike 
some other Spanish colonies, the country was not highly dependent 
on slave labour. The number o f blacks, pardos  or gente de color 
( =  Negroes and mulattoes) gradually increased in the course o f the 
colonial period to about 11 per cent of the total population in 1782; 
the relative share subsequently fell to about 7.5 per cent. Slavery 
was not fully abolished until 1870 but, by then, the black populati
on had been largely eliminated as a consequence o f the war with the 
Triple Alliance. In the eighteenth century, the number o f Creoles, 
mestizoes and also Indians who performed work voluntarily and in 
return for payment greatly increased; from the m id-eighteenth 
century, this free labour formed the principal source o f outside 
labour. This chapter deals with the importance and the employment 
o f black and free labour.
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Slavery and the pardos in the colonial period

Besides the encomienda, the institution o f slavery also existed in 
Paraguay as a means o f providing for labour needs.1 The Spaniards 
were explicitly forbidden at an early date to keep Indians as slaves, 
but there was no ban on keeping persons of African racial origin 
(pardos) for this purpose. No special decree from the Crown was 
needed, as it had been for the introduction of the encomienda  
system in 1556, because Negro slavery was an accepted phenom e
non in the sixteenth century and remained so until well into the 
nineteenth century.

The declining number o f Indians, the fact that their productivity 
was not very high and was generally exceeded by that o f Negroes 
led the authorities in Paraguay to ask the Spanish Crown for per
mission to import slaves into Paraguay. We know, for example, 
that the cabildo o f Asunción petitioned the king in 1612 to be 
allowed to import Negroes from Angola or Brazil. Captain Manuel 
de Frías, procurator general o f the province, also w rote in 1617 of 
the need to import Negroes, who would be able to assist in agricul
ture, and in building and repairing houses or churches, etc. He was 
referring both to the Río de la Plata region and to Paraguay. He 
justified his argument by reference to the shortage o f Indian labour, 
which had greatly suffered from the plague in 1605 and 1606. As 
we have written above, there were universal complaints at the end 
of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth century about the 
shortage o f indigenous labour. It is not clear whether these and 
possible earlier requests were all fully or partly granted, but it is a 
fact that Negro slaves found their way to Paraguay.2

The first slaves were probably brought in at the end of the six
teenth century from Buenos Aires, where the first contingents were

1 Not a great deal is known about slavery of Africans in Paraguay. A few
publications which deal specifically with the subject are those by Argiiello
M artinez (1999), Cooney (1974/1994a), Piá (1972, 1974), Viola (1986a) and
Williams (1974a/1995). Passages of varying length are also to be found in 
numerous more general works, such as Demersay (1860:338-51). See also the 
various notes.

2 Bertoni 1973:114; Service 1954:74.
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arriving at that time. As far as is known, permission was first given 
to bring slaves to Buenos Aires in 1586. After Buenos Aires had 
become a ‘closed’ port in 1594-5, the possibilities for import from 
there, leaving aside smuggling, were limited. Small to very small 
numbers o f blacks arrived only incidentally. M endoza speaks o f a 
few hundred slaves who were imported from Africa up to the m id
seventeenth century. Slaves were sometimes also imported from 
Brazil, whether illegally or otherwise, but we have no information 
on numbers. The majority o f Negroes who were imported into the 
la Plata region came from Angola. Garavaglia assumed that the 
increasing importance of sugar cane cultivation at the end o f the 
sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth century (before yerba 
collection became commercially important) contributed to the 
growth o f the slave population around the various capillas rurales 
in the comarca of Asunción.3

Slavery showed the same basic characteristics in Paraguay as 
elsewhere. Unlike the Indians, Negro slaves were the property of 
their masters and were therefore unfree. They remained unfree 
throughout their lives, unless they succeeded in buying their free
dom or were released. When the owner died, they were, in princi
ple, the property o f his heir or heirs. Sometimes the property was 
divided and families were broken up. Slaves could also be sold in 
Paraguay, be loaned out for a fee, used as barter or as security for 
a loan. The status of the mother determined the future o f the 
offspring. The children o f a female slave, automatically became 
slaves, even if the father was a free man. On the other hand, the 
children o f a free Negress or female mulatto were free, even if the 
father was a slave. The owner o f a female slave had the right to sell 
her children.4 An important difference from many other American 
territories was that the number o f Negro slaves in Paraguay rem ai
ned quite small (mainly because Paraguay remained a poor province 
without a plantation economy) and that they were generally reasona
bly well treated.

3 Garavaglia 1983:211; Mendoza 1970:13; Piá 1972:11; Velázquez 1995 
(=1972):570-1; Vives Azancot 1980a: 175-6; Williams 1971:272.

4 Viola 1986a:158.
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Apart from the legal and illegal import o f slaves, the black 
population of colonial Paraguay largely owed its origin to natural 
increase. In 1682, the ‘blacks’ in Paraguay already mainly consisted 
o f Creole Negroes and mulattoes. The black population also increa
sed because slaves fled from time to time from Brazil, where 
conditions were much less agreeable for them. Paraguay experien
ced a fairly considerable immigration of fugitive slaves from Brazil 
in the final decades o f the eighteenth century, particularly from 
Mato Grosso (Coimbra). In accordance with royal instructions, 
these fugitive slaves were not sent back, but were allowed to stay 
and were given their freedom. It is important to remember here that 
the Spanish authorities were repeatedly exasperated at this time by 
the fact that the Portuguese were trying to extend their sphere of 
influence in Mato Grosso (which was officially Spanish territory), 
by the cross-border smuggling in which they engaged from such 
places as Coimbra and by the fact that they incited the Mbayás 
against the Spaniards. Azara noted at the end o f the eighteenth 
century that the Negroes originating from Brazil represented a 
considerable proportion of the total (free) pardo  population. To the 
extent that slaves were still imported in the late colonial period, 
they were probably predominantly ‘Am erican-born’ and only to a 
small extent imported directly from A frica.5

Apart from immigration (i.e. flight), the free Negroes and 
mulattoes were the offspring of marriages between Spaniards or 
(free) Negroes and free Negresses, or (to a lesser extent) o f m arria
ges between Negroes and free Indian women. If the children o f 
these mixed marriages exhibited the slightest Negroid features, they 
were usually regarded and registered as pardos ,6 Some blacks also 
became free because their owners decided to give them their free
dom. They usually did so in their wills and the decision came into 
force on the ow ner’s death. This mainly tended to happen if the 
slave was an illegitimate child o f one o f the ow ner’s female slaves.

5 Cooney 1983b:351: Garavaglia 1983:212-3: Nickson 1993:444; Piá 1974:34;
Viola 1986a:159.

s Williams 1979:13.



The use of ‘black’ and free labour 775

The amparo system

Unlike the laws governing treatment of the Indians, there were no 
detailed Ordenanzas prescribing how the owners should treat their 
slaves. The legislation affecting the free Negroes and mulattoes was 
sim ilarly limited, although it was decreed in 1572 that they should 
pay tax. This made it necessary to keep a register o f them in order 
to establish who was liable to pay tribute. In 1574, 1577 and 1592 
the Spanish Crown decreed that free Negroes and mulattoes (men 
and women) had to pay an annual tax o f one marco de p la ta .1 
Those who were unable to pay could obtain exemption or a reduc
tion. Garavaglia observed that this was a quite logical decree, 
because the free Negroes and mulattoes did not fall under the 
category o f Indians or slaves, so that they might have remained 
outside the tax regime and the system of labour mobilisation, which 
was undesirable, because the province had a great need o f tax 
income and labour. Francisco de Alfaro therefore decreed in his 
Ordenanzas that free male Negroes and mulattoes aged 18-50 years 
should pay an annual tax of three pesos. They would then be 
exempted from military service. The tax revenue would be used to 
defray defence expenditure. The fact that the free pardos  were 
liable to pay tax meant that they were counted several times, 
although by no means always with great accuracy.

One problem  was that there was still very little commerce in 
sixteenth century Paraguay and a money economy barely existed, so 
that many free Negroes and mulattoes could not meet their obliga
tion, especially since the majority were poor or very poor. The 
custom therefore arose in the 1670s of allocating them to priests, 
oficiales reales or other prominent Spaniards (amos conocidos), 
who were able to pay the tribute for them. In compensation for this 
payment the free Negroes and coloured people would perform  work 
for their 'm asters’ as domestics, as estancia workers or in other 
capacities. This allocation system, which showed sim ilarities with

7 For the relevant text, see Piá 1972:249-50.
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the institution o f the encomienda, became known as am paro ,8 In 
practice, it was often a disguised form of slavery, except that 
amparados could not be sold, or at least o f serfdom. A survey of 
amparados was held at the beginning o f 1723 under a decree of 
Antequera issued in December 1722. This showed that there were 
then about 1,000 amparados, but the census was incomplete. They 
were shared between 180 amparantes (or amparadores)'. 70 military 
men, 1 canon, 2 presbyters, 4 oficiales reales and 5 licenciados, 
and 98 other individuals.9

Some governors did not hesitate to abuse the system and to 
allocate amparados to their favourites. Nor were they too scrupu
lous in observing sex and age limits: women, adolescents and old 
people were also allocated to work for amparantes. But even if the 
rules were observed more scrupulously, it was of course still quite 
easy for amparantes to make use of the labour o f the taxpayer’s 
spouse and the children, even if it was only to have the women spin 
cotton and the children to help in the house or on the land. The 
amount o f tax due was adjusted in the course o f time. The treasury 
by no means always benefited, because the amparantes tried in 
every way to avoid paying the tax, so that they could profit wholly 
without charge from the black labour. For the treasury, this meant 
a loss of income at the expense of the funds for defence. The am pa
rante was expected to provide for the maintenance o f the pardos  
allocated to him; he often also provided accommodation. In most 
instances, however, the amparados gave more than they received 
from their master in return. In order to escape from their obliga

8 For the following section on the amparo and the employment o f blacks, see:
Azara 1896:365-6; Azara 1941-11:175-6; Azara 1990:212-4; Garavaglia
1983:213,349-51; Hollanda 1956-57:71-4; Piá 1972:11,118-22; Rivarola
1994:45-6; Velazquez 1977: 33-4; Viola 1986a: 162.

9 A remarkable feature here is that the monastic orders did not declare that they
had amparados. The figures have been derived from Piá (1972:121). Susnik 
(1990-91:49), however, refers to a padrón that was conducted in 1722 on the 
orders o f Antequera, undoubtedly referring to the same census as Piá. Accor
ding to Susnik, 166 amparadores were recorded (including 24 widows), 
employing a total of 796 amparados (men and women; including 172 married 
couples, with 290 children), and excluding a few mulatto families from the 
presidio  o f Arecutacuá. Each amparador therefore was responsible for an 
average of about 4 pardos libres.
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tions, a number o f  Negroes and mulattoes fled and hid in the coun
tryside. Thus the system did not always function properly, because 
both parties evaded their obligations.

The fact that the amparo system did not operate well in practice 
sometimes caused other measures to be taken. It was decreed in 
1714 that a group of free Negroes and mulattoes - vagos y  mal 
entretenidos -  had to assist in the foundation and building o f la 
Villeta, and Governor Rafael de la Moneda decided in 1740 to 
found Emboscada with a number of free Negroes and mulattoes. 
They were housed in this new settlement and had to perform  
defence duties in order to obtain exemption from their obligation to 
pay tribute. Even before then, free Negroes and mulattoes had 
perform ed defence duties in the province in substitution for their 
tribute obligation, as appears from the statement o f G overnor Reyes 
Balmaeeda in 1717 that it had been the custom since time immemo
rial to employ free mulattoes who were born in the province in the 
building o f fortifications and other defence tasks at their own 
expense in support o f the Spaniards. Under the government of 
Reyes Balmaceda’s predecessor, Juan Gregorio Bazán de Pedraza, 
however, their defence duties had been replaced by a tribute o f five 
pesos, which had not been an improvement either for the persons 
concerned (poor as they were) nor for the defence arrangements 
(which had enjoyed the services of useful forced labourers). This 
explains why the tax obligations of the inhabitants o f Emboscada 
were regulated by Governor Rafael de la Moneda somewhat diffe
rently from those o f the other pardos. At a later date, other gover
nors also obliged free Negroes and mulattoes to perform  m ilitary 
service or other tasks, but many pardos again evaded their obliga
tion, as they had done with the amparo. W here they were employed 
on defence they were always given support and subordinate duties 
to perform .

It is noteworthy that Emboscada was organised more or less on 
the lines o f the pueblos de indios. The pardos were expected, for 
example, to work the land communally but, after a few years, they 
exhibited a preference for freedom and individual labour.10

10 Garavaglia 1983:351
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It should be mentioned in passing that the origin o f Tavapy and 
Areguá, two pueblos de pardos  on the estates o f the Dominicans 
and M ercedarians, respectively, is also partly related to the tax 
obligations o f the free blacks, since free Negroes and mulattoes 
(partly asylum-seeking slaves) were also allocated to these two 
religious orders under the amparo system, as a result o f which 
these orders had come into the possession o f a population o f black 
workers, who had the de ju re  or de fa c to  status of amparados. The 
blacks lived and worked permanently on the lands of the fathers 
without receiving a wage in return. They had no fields o f their 
own, but were maintained by the priests. In the capital, too, the 
various orders (such as the Franciscans and the Jesuits) made use of 
black labour, partly am parados, partly slaves.11

Under Azara, many free Negroes and mulattoes led an indepen
dent existence, most o f them without even paying tribute or any
thing whatsoever (because they had protectores). It was not always 
precisely known were they were.

W here the governors did receive tribute from the pardos  or 
their amparantes, they often did not want the tax to be paid to the 
tesorero, but to the ramo de guerra, where it could be used more 
‘creatively’.

The slave owners

In the colonial period, the slaves in Paraguay were partly the 
property o f a very small number o f private, well-to-do families in 
Asunción, Villa Rica and Pilar. The great majority o f Paraguayans 
were simply too poor to own one or more slaves. The m ore well- 
to-do used them mainly as personal servants and for many domestic 
and agricultural activities. Sometimes they were also kept more for 
reasons o f prestige.12 The black labour was generally found to be 
more productive than the Indian labour. The free Negroes and 
mulattoes were largely also to be found in the service sector (dom
estic personnel) and in agriculture; they also served in the militias.

11 Cooney 1983b:350-l; Mora Mérida 1973:201.
,2 Cooney 1983b:350-l ;Plá 1974:30.
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Besides private individuals, churches (parishes), religious orders 
and individual clergy were owners o f slaves in colonial Paraguay. 
Some slaves were obtained through purchase, but others through 
donation, e.g. by pious individuals, perhaps in exchange for masses 
and novenas. Such donations were not always made to the order or 
parish, but sometimes to a specific altar or to the image o f a speci
fic patron saint. The cathedral in Asunción and many other chur
ches outside the capital had their own slaves, who served, for 
example, as sextons, singers or organists. The religious orders used 
the slaves (often unmarried) mainly for work in their religious 
houses. They were employed as gardeners, tailors, cooks, cleaners 
etc. The slaves were housed in ranchos near the foundation. They 
were also employed in the fields and on the livestock holdings 
which the orders owned outside the town. The fathers preferred 
slaves to yanaconas for this kind o f work. W here they purchased 
their labour outside the province, they did so with the special 
permission o f the authorities.13

Besides the Dominicans and the M ercedarians, the Jesuits also 
made use o f slave labour. M örner pointed out that the rules o f the 
Order forbade the purchase o f slaves, but that the fathers had 
nevertheless become purchasers of slaves. He noted that there were 
connections between the Jesuits and English slave traders and that 
the Spanish authorities, such as Governor Baltasar García Ros, were 
also interested in the activity. Between 1716 and 1733, the Jesuits 
purchased 120 slaves at 200-225 pesos  each. The slaves increased 
in number, so that a labour surplus arose, but the fathers could not 
really sell them without very weighty reasons, so that they had little 
choice but to retain them. The slaves made up part o f the domestic 
staff o f the Colegios, in Asunción in the case o f Paraguay. The 
num ber o f slaves largely determined the economic wellbeing of 
these Jesuit colleges. The slaves were also employed for cultivating 
the estates situated outside the mission territory which were used to 
provide for the maintenance o f the Colegio. If the livestock ranches 
o f the pueblos de misiones were at a distance from the settlem ents, 
they were also run by blacks. In 1735, the Jesuit mission province

15 Piá 1972:112-4; Williams 1974a:16-7.
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of Paraguay possessed a total of 2,134 slaves, about 400 o f whom 
worked on the estancia of Paraguari. When the fathers were expel
led in 1767, 596 slaves were counted in Paraguari. They lived 
dispersed over the various puestos ganaderos and around the central 
core (casco) o f the estancia, but the precise division is not known. 
The casco had 73 ranchos, which suggests that the great majority 
must have lived there. Under the rule o f the adm inistrator Salvador 
Cabañas y Ampiiero (1767-71), 119 were sold, 65 died, 55 were 
sent to Buenos Aires, 16 went to Asunción, one was imprisoned 
and one had fled. The number was therefore reduced by a total of 
257, so that only 339 remained on the estancia.

M aeder states that the slaves were of both sexes in 1767-8, 
belonged to all age groups and undoubtedly formed families. An 
analysis o f the data covering 482 slaves (92.8 per cent o f the total 
population o f 519 persons) showed that 54 per cent consisted of 
children below the age o f 14 years, while people aged over 50 
years accounted for only 3 per cent. The actual labour force was 
made up o f 88 men and 117 women, who constituted 42 per cent of 
the population analysed.14

Until 1824, the ‘C hurch’ was the principal slave owner in 
Paraguay, which incidentally did not mean that the numbers were 
particularly large, because the number o f clergy was quite small 
and the Church was not rich. It was only certain orders that had 
quite a number o f slaves (and free pardos) .15 All the clergy com 
bined the use of black labour with the care o f their souls. They 
baptised both free and unfree blacks and built churches or chapels 
at places w here concentrations o f pardos had grown up.

When the Jesuits had left the province in 1768, a third group of 
slaves emerged there besides those o f private individuals and o f the 
Church: the slaves o f the Spanish Crown. This was because the 
latter declared itself the owner o f the properties o f the Society of 
Jesus, including their slaves. The total number o f slaves then owned

14 For the foregoing on the Jesuits, see: Durán Estragó 1996:22; M aeder 1996a: 
199-201. The first author cites Mörner. Durán Estragó states that Paraguari
had 596 slaves at the time o f the expulsion; according to Maeder, 519 were 
counted at the assessment.

15 Pasto re 1972:82-3.
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by the Jesuits is not precisely known. The new owner used the 
slaves in the same way as the fathers: they remained working or 
mainly came to work on the estancias o f the Spanish Crown (estan
cias del rey). These were largely estates that had previously been 
owned by the Jesuit order. And, where the slaves were not needed, 
they were gradually so ld .16

Size o f  the black population

Little is known about the extent of slavery and o f the free black 
population in the colonial period. We know only that the import o f 
slaves was modest and that the number o f blacks in Paraguay 
remained relatively small. There were nevertheless 1,120 slaves in 
Asunción and its district (probably including free Negroes and 
mulattoes) in 1682 out of a total population of 9,675; Villa Rica 
had 14 slaves.17

According to W arren, there were 6,667 mulattoes and free Ne
groes in Paraguay in 1740.18 Some of them came to live in Em 
boscada.

There are, in fact, rather more detailed figures only for the end 
o f the eighteenth century, but even these are still quite fragm entary. 
The number o f blacks grew at that time, not only because many 
slaves fled from Brazil (and became free in Paraguay), but also 
because, through the continuing breakdown o f the encomienda  
system, the illegal migration o f a considerable number of Indians to 
the la Plata region and the resultant shortage of Indian labour, a 
number o f vecinos began to provide themselves with slaves, partly 
for status reasons. The economic revival at that time also played a 
role, in the sense that more persons could permit themselves the 
luxury o f one or more slaves.19 As a member of the Spanish de
marcation commission, Juan Francisco de A guirre conducted a 
census in 1782 and arrived at a figure of 6,793 free pardos  (=

16 Maeder 1996a:218; Piá 1972:117; Williams 1974a: 18.
17 Garavaglia 1983:212; Velázquez 1995 (=  1972):571,575. Casas therefore

gives a total o f 1,134 slaves (not 1,734 as stated by Garavaglia).
18 W arren (1949) cited by Bertoni 1973:114.
19 Pastore 1972:79; Williams 1979:13.
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Negroes and mulattoes) and 3,953 slaves. These 10,746 persons 
represented about 11 per cent o f the total population o f the province 
o f Paraguay (96,526). In his 1784 population census, Félix de 
Azara, the head o f the above commission, agreed with the figures 
of Aguirre. Azara him self gives a figure of 10,480 Negroes and 
mulattoes for 1785. In 1792, Aguirre recorded the following figures 
for the principal parishes (curatos) of p ardos :

P ar ish  o f  San Bias (Asunci on) 4,000
Emboscada 1,321
E s tanc ia  de Tabapí (Tavapy) 260
O r a to r io  de Areguá 336
Hamlets o f  the  r e l i g i o u s  houses 424

T o ta l  6,341

This total figure did not correspond, however, to the total black 
population o f Paraguay, because there were then also relatively 
large concentrations of ‘Africans’ in certain other places, for 
example, in Ajos, Quyquyó and Caapucú, but the precise numbers 
are not known. La Villeta may also have had Negroes and mulat
toes at that time, because when this settlement was founded, not 
only were a number o f Spaniards, but also a number o f pardos  
ordered to settle there.20

According to Azara, there were 174 free Negroes in the 1780s 
and ‘90s in Paraguay to every 100 Negroes and mulattoes who were 
slaves. In other words, about 36 per cent o f the blacks consisted of 
slaves.21 He lists as one o f the negative consequences o f the rather 
small slave population that wages were quite high and goods were 
quite dear.

As A guirre’s figures show, the largest concentration o f slaves 
and ‘A fricans’ was to be found in the capital and its environs. This 
also appears from the data gathered in 1799. In that year, according 
to the padrones which were drawn up in the parishes on the orders 
o f Governor Lázaro de Ribera, a total of 1,853 free blacks and

20 Granda 1995 (=  1983):619-20; Kegler Krug 1995 (=1974):658; Williams 
1974a: 8-9.

21 Azara 1896:364; Azara 1941-11:172; Viola 1986a:146.
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1,305 slaves lived in Asunción. Apart from the 42 free blacks and 
three slaves belonging to the parish of el Catedral, all the others 
belonged to the parish of San Bias. The pardos had, in fact, practi
cally their own parish in Asunción, because San Bias otherw ise 
contained, besides the 3,113 blacks, only 283 Indians. Emboscada 
and Tavapy occupied second and third place as concentration 
points; there were only a few blacks on the estancia in A reguá.22

Treatment

In comparison with the treatment in other Spanish American territo 
ries and Brazil, the treatment o f slaves was generally good; it was 
probably even nowhere better than in Paraguay.22 There were no 
strict laws or penalties to compel the slaves to work. They were not 
tortured; the majority died without having received a single lash. 
They were fed and clothed and were free to m arry, even with 
Indian or free women. They were not thrown out when they grew 
old and, if they became ill, they were cared for by the wife o f the 
master or by others. Originally, their faces were cut when they 
were imported, but later this was not done. According to Piá, citing 
Azara, the slaves’ existence did not differ greatly in practice from 
that o f poor whites or mestizoes; sometimes it was even better. 
Azara states that they were humanely treated, quite as well as the 
Indians o f som eone’s encomienda. According to him, there w ere a 
good number o f black heads o f cattle ranches (je fes de parques o de 
pastos de ganado) who, as such, could be the superiors o f Spanish 
wage labourers. An important factor here was, o f course, that no 
large-scale plantation economy developed in Paraguay, as it did in 
Brazil, w here slaves were often regarded only as a production 
factor. There were estancias, but these were few in number and the 
work on these holdings was generally not really arduous. Slaves 
were almost never used for the work in the yerbales. The fact that

22 M aeder 1975:73; Williams 1974a:12-3. See Chapter 34 for further details.
23 For this aspect, see particularly: Azara 1896:359-66; Azara 1904:426-8; Azara 

1941-11:173-5; Azara 1990:159-61; Duran 1972:41; Garavaglia 1983:213; 
Hollanda 1956-57:73-4; Plá 1974:29-32; Thomás de Krüeger 1996:106; Viola 
1986a: 145-6, 149,153-4,163.
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Paraguayan society consisted largely of mestizoes and that the 
slaves were quite few in number, will also have favourably affected 
their treatment.

Those who owned slaves, generally possessed only a few, which 
soon led to their being treated more or less as members of the 
household. These domestic slaves often lived, albeit simply, under 
their m aster’s roof. They generally did not lack food, but clothing 
was scarce and expensive, so that they were often poorly clothed, 
but fortunately the climate was mild. Those who owned more slaves 
were the clergy, but they also treated them humanely. Those pardos  
who were domestic helps, sextons or singers certainly led a peace
ful existence.

Piá even described the slaves as ‘less w ell-off brothers or 
sisters’, in order to make clear that their position was not bad. 
Their position was better rather than worse, in comparison with 
before, at the end o f the colonial period.

That the slaves generally did not feel themselves really heavily 
burdened appears, for example, from the fact that they were by no 
means always anxious for freedom. Few slaves fled and there were 
never massive desertions. Unlike such countries as Brazil, in 
Paraguay, no settlements were founded in the wilderness by runa
way slaves. The treatment o f the slaves allowed the slave popula
tion to grow by natural increase, so that there was no need for 
constant replenishment.

T here were, of course, many limits on freedom. Some were 
obvious, such as the prohibition on leaving or the spontaneous 
perform ance o f certain activities. Others were less obvious. For 
example, Negro slaves who owned any cattle themselves were not 
allowed to have their own brand, but had to use that of their mas
ter. This appears to have changed, however, in the course of time.

Slaves in Paraguay had the right to flee if they were cruelly 
treated. Their right to humane treatment was quite well protected 
by the colonial government. Nor was it very difficult for a slave to 
purchase his freedom. Fie or she had the right to negotiate for his 
or her freedom and to purchase it at a precio ju sto . Use was inci
dentally not always made o f this possibility. In a number of instan
ces the slave did not purchase his freedom himself, but it was 
purchased by relatives (parents) or third parties. A number of
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slaves also obtained their freedom sooner or later through a deci
sion o f their master, usually out of gratitude for all the services 
perform ed. Such a decision often did not come into effect until after 
the death o f the owner. Towards the end o f the colonial period, a 
relatively large number of slaves gained their freedom under the 
wills o f their owners. The slaves sometimes received some livestock 
and some land on gaining their freedom, so that they could provide 
for their livelihood. Slaves were also granted their freedom when 
they grew old. The relatively large number of freed slaves points to 
a good social climate - for the time. A number of slaves were made 
over to the Church when their owner died.

Despite all of the above, the status of the slaves was undoub
tedly low. Nor did the free Negroes enjoy a high status. They 
enjoyed less respect than the Indians and therefore belonged at the 
bottom of the social ladder, had no access to public office and were 
not admitted to the priesthood (any more indeed than the Indians 
and mulattoes). The stigma o f slavery rested on them, even if they 
were not slaves. Nor did mulattoes enjoy respect. ‘M ulatto’ was a 
term of abuse, without there incidentally being outright racism in 
Paraguay. Legally, according to Azara, the mulattoes came below 
the whites, Indians, mestizoes and even the Negroes in the social 
hierarchy, although the Indians were also despised in practice and 
Negroes and mulattoes were often lumped together with them. The 
zam bos (incidentally few in number) were the most despised o f the 
pardos.

The use o f  the blacks

The use o f slaves as labour changed in the course o f time. Until the 
end o f the seventeenth century, they were used mainly by more 
well-to-do citizens for domestic work. They also performed agricul
tural work, for example, on the few chacras where the owners had 
more or less concentrated on sugar cane production and had made 
some investments in simple processing plants (such as trapiches). 
The slaves were probably originally also employed in w ine-gro
wing, but when this sector found itself in a crisis, the demand for 
labour rapidly declined and work on the land was limited m ore to 
the sugar cane fields and the other crops. With a very few excep-
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tions, no use was made o f slaves in yerba collection. A crew o f 
about ten workers was needed for such work, but ten slaves repre
sented an enormous capital, while yerba collection was so arduous 
that the owners ran the risk of losing one or more expensive slaves. 
They therefore preferred Indians, who could be recruited cheaply 
through the encomienda or mandamiento system, or free labour.

From  the eighteenth century, the majority o f slaves were to be 
found in two sectors. The first was in cattle ranching. Not only 
many workers on estancias, hut also the capataces o f these ranches 
were Negro slaves, in fact, not only in Paraguay, but also in other 
parts o f the la Plata region. The second sector was the craft sector; 
many slaves practised a craft at that time, the revenues of which 
accrued wholly to their masters (who had sometimes invested in 
workshops and tools) or were shared with them. This focus on 
crafts was also quite normal in other parts of the la Plata region. 
Indeed, the free Negroes and mulattoes also preferred to practise 
crafts from the beginning o f the eighteenth century.24

Slavery and the pardos  at the time of the dictator Francia

At the beginning of independence, not one politician in Paraguay 
questioned whether slavery should continue. Slavery was still an 
accepted institution. The Negro slaves in Paraguay were few in 
number and had, m oreover, played no remarkable role in the 
struggle for independence, so that they did not merit special privile
ges or anything o f that kind. Nor did the dictator Francia consider 
abolition25, although he was well-disposed towards the Negroes 
and mulattoes who tied from Brazil. They were, as usual, not sent 
back, but allowed to stay in Paraguay and were regarded there as 
free pardos. The numbers were incidentally not large. The dictator 
Francia also granted asylum in 1820 to the fugitive Uruguayan 
freedom fighter Artigas and the blacks in his retinue. He gave the 
free Negroes permission to settle in San Lorenzo, on the site known

24 Garavaglia 1983:347-8; Susnik 1990-91:45,47.
23 Cooney 1994a:28; Viola 1986a: 147.
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as Laurelty (where fugitive slaves from Brazil were also allowed to 
settle). The free Negroes in question were a group o f some 80-100 
persons, both adults and children. The dictator therefore sometimes
did behave, according to Williams, generously towards foreig-

26ners.
Independence resulted in the Paraguayan state becoming the 

ow ner o f the slaves who had belonged to the Spanish Crown. Under 
the regime o f the dictator Francia the number o f state slaves increa
sed considerably, however. In 1821, Francia had at least 68 mem
bers o f the country’s leading families executed because o f a suppo
sed attack on his life. He also ordered the confiscation o f their 
goods. The wealth o f these families (including the Yegros, Montiel 
and Cabañas) was invested mainly in estancias, on which worked a 
good number of slaves. In 1824, the dictator further decreed that 
the monastic communities in Paraguay should be abolished and their 
possessions ceded to the state. As we have seen, the religious 
orders also had a good number of slaves in their foundations and on 
their estates. But it did not end there, because Francia also incorpo
rated the free blacks (amparados) who worked on the monastic 
farms as slaves into the state’s labour force. The numerous pardos  
o f the Tavapy estancia were predominantly free people in 1812, but 
it was found in 1826 that 392 slaves were living in the settlement 
and only 23 pardos libres. The same happened on other cattle 
ranches. This explains why the number of state slaves grew consi
derably under Francia, particularly during the years 1821-28. The 
high rate o f natural increase was incidentally also partly responsible 
for the growth. The slaves on the Tavapy estancia, for example, 
increased during the period 1826-30 from 417 to 486, thanks to 109 
births and only 37 deaths, less 3 blacks who escaped. By no means 
all the slaves belonged to the productive age group; there were also 
old people who were unable to work.

W illiams concluded that the élite suffered such a blow from 
Francia’s policy that the number o f private individuals who were 
able to maintain slaves fell. It was partly because o f this that the 
price o f slaves fell. There was no large increase in numbers through

26 Piá 1974:34; Viola 1986a: 159,166; Williams 1972:120; Williams 1974a:16.
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slave imports; the number o f slaves remained relatively small and 
decreased rather than increased in the private sector, because 
masters freed their slaves or had become too poor to buy them .27

Another rem arkable decree, for which incidentally not only 
Francia was responsible, but the whole Junta Superior Gubernativa , 
was that o f 1812/13 for the foundation of the village o f Tevegó. 
The settlement was established with pardos  originating from Tavapy 
(see Chapter 11). The village lost several hundred inhabitants as a 
result, incidentally without the settlement languishing away and 
Tevegó becoming a flourishing colonists’ village.28

Rengger, who stayed in Paraguay during the time o f the dictator 
Francia, noted that slaves were well treated, certainly in com pari
son with Brazil. Their work was generally not arduous. Slaves were 
allowed to perform  only light domestic tasks on Sundays. Since the 
colonial laws were still in force, slaves who believed they were 
badly treated could submit a complaint to the defensor de los 
menores. If  the complaint was upheld, the slave was placed with a 
third party until a new master had been found. Rengger also noted 
that a slave still had the right to marry and to purchase his freedom. 
If someone else wished to buy him or her, the old owner could not 
prevent it. This gave attractive Negresses the possibility o f being 
redeemed by their sweethearts. Older slaves sometimes also gained 
their freedom  in those days and slaves might be declared free out o f 
gratitude in their ow ner’s will on his death. They might also obtain 
their freedom  if they had been very useful to their master (e.g. by 
earning a lot for him through trade). Everything, in fact, indicates 
that no significant unfavourable changes occurred under the dictator 
Francia, although the situation during that period should not be 
idealised. Slaves remained unfree people, who were only fed and 
(poorly) clad. They received no wage, at most a few tips. And they

27 Cooney 1994a (=1974):29; Williams 1974a: 11,18-9; Viola 1986a:157; 
Williams 1979:134-5.

28 A few years after Francia’s death, the Tavapy estancia still had 661 slaves 
(and the other state ranches also had their quotas o f slaves). As a result, a 
good number of surplus Tavapy slaves were sold between 1845-61, while 
some also bought their own freedom (Rivarola 1994:60; Williams 1974a: 15; 
Williams 1979:134-5).
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were sometimes indeed badly treated or abused. Two collective 
risings did occur in any event: one in 1838 on the estancia de la 
patria  o f  Rosario and one in 1838 on the Pilar estancia. The cause 
was bad treatment by the overseers.

According to Rengger, mulattoes had a reputation for being 
arrogant and untrustworthy. W hile Negroes often showed attach
ment to their masters, that could not be said of mulattoes. They 
enjoyed less esteem than Negroes, even though they were free. 
Mulatto was a term o f abuse. In this respect, too, little had changed 
in comparison with the colonial period.29

Slavery and the pardos in the period 1840-65

Measures

Under the consulate of Carlos Antonio López and M ariano Roque 
Alonso the first measures were taken which presaged the ultim ate 
abolition of slavery. At first, the consuls simply continued the 
policy o f their predecessor Francia. Anyone who had become a 
state slave under Francia remained one and López and Alonso also 
regarded the Negro slaves who arrived in the country as refugees 
from Brazil as free people. They were not returned to their owners. 
In 1842, however, the consuls made a change to this tradition by 
decreeing that, in future, asylum should no longer be granted to 
fugitive foreign slaves. They also introduced a prohibition on the 
international trade in slaves, although Paraguay had in fact never 
engaged in such a trade. The first measure was intended to appease 
Paraguay’s big (and always threatening) neighbour, Brazil, while 
with the second, Paraguay wished to make a good impression in 
Great Britain.

M ore important was the libertad de vientres announced in the 
same decree o f 24 November 1842: all the children who were born 
from  a black female slave with effect from 1 January 1843 would

29 Rengger 1835:92-4; Rivarola 1994:60-1.
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become free on reaching the age of m ajority.30 For boys this 
meant the age o f 25 and for girls the age of 24. Until that time, 
they would still have the status of slave, so that they would still 
have to work for the master of their parents and the m aster would 
still have to feed and clothe them and give them religious instruc
tion. Those slave children who would eventually be freed were 
referred to as libertos. The consuls therefore did not decide on the 
universal abolition of slavery, since those who were born before 1 
January 1843 remained slaves. C.A . López was someone who was 
open to socio-economic change, but was otherw ise conservative and 
so did not readily adopt radical measures. He was perhaps also 
afraid that radical abolition might disrupt Paraguay’s always vulne
rable economy. Public opinion scarcely counted in his day and, to 
the extent that the surviving élite did have an opinion, it generally 
did not differ from that o f the government.

In this same period, the consuls also released a num ber of 
(partly elderly) state slaves, but this decision was separate from the 
decree o f November 1842. The beneficiaries could incidentally 
continue to work on the estancias, if they wished. Surplus slaves 
were sold, as a result o f which the state became the principal 
supplier o f slaves to the private sector. A number also purchased 
their own freedom. It is known, for example, that under President 
C .A . López at least 50 slaves from the Tavapy estancia  purchased 
their freedom and that a large number o f slaves from this ranch 
were auctioned in 1849.31

After the law had come into force, slavery gradually died out. 
The slaves born before 1843 aged and there was relatively little 
interest in the young ones, because people knew that they would be 
freed on reaching the age o f majority, so it is not surprising that the 
prices for slaves in around 1860 were only half o f what they had 
been at the beginning of the nineteenth century. This price decline 
had, in fact, already set in under the dictator Francia.32

30 For the text o f the decree, see Piá 1972:251-3.
31 Cooney 1994a:25-8,31-2; Piá 1972:15; Piá 1974:34-5; Viola 1986a:147; 

Williams 1979:135.
32 Williams 1974a: 11.
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Size and distribution o f  the black population

W e are reasonably well informed about the size o f the black popu
lation under President C.A . López, thanks to the census that was 
held in 1846 and was processed by W illiams. According to this 
census, there were 7,893 slaves in Paraguay in 1846, 523 libertos 
and 8,796 free pardos, giving a total of 17,212 blacks, who repre
sented 7 .4  per cent of the total population (of 232,862 persons).33

Table 16.1 and Figure 16.1 give the distribution between the 
partidos. They show that certain places possessed large concentrati- 
tions o f blacks. There was a remarkable concentration in the four

Table 16.1. The black population of Paraguay in 1846, by depart
ment and district.

D e p a r t m e n t / d i s t r i c t *  Slaves L ib e r -  Free T o ta l
tos  B lacks

A s u n c i ó n
C ated ra l 4 4 3 4 - - 4 4 7
Encarnaci ón 1 9 0 3 0 1 0 2 3 0
Recole ta 1 3 8 1 - - 1 3 9
San Roque 7 3 6 7 3 6

T o ta l 7 7 1 3 5 7 4 6 1 , 5 5 2

C e n t r a l
Capia tá 91 1 7 - - 1 0 8
Luque 2 9 1 2 8 2 7 3 4 6
Limpio 2 1 0 1 4 8 5 6 9 6
San Lorenzo de la  F r. 4 6 3 5 8 1 0 7
Vi 11 eta 2 1 9 31 6 0 0 8 5 0
Lambaré 7 3 7 2 8 2
I tá 21 6 - - 2 7
Guarambaré - - - - - - - -

T o ta l 9 5 1 9 3 1 , 1 7 2 2 , 2 1 6

33 Persons with partly Negroid features were also regarded as ‘black’ at that 
time; people were even classified as such although they did not even have 
visible Negroid features, which suggests that position was sometimes more 
important than physical appearance.
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Table 16.1. cont.
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D e p a r t m e n t / d i s t r i c t *  S l aves  L ib er -  Free  Tota l
t o s  Blacks

C o n c e p c i ó n
Concepci on 
Horqueta 
L o re to  ( J u i )
V i l l a  San Sa lvador (1847) 

T o ta l

S a n  P e d r o
I t a c u ru b i  
Lima
Vi I la  de l Rosario  
San José de Y e t i  t í  
Tacuaty

T o ta l

C a a g u a z ú
A j os
(Ajos  de)  Carayó
Curuguaty
Curuguaty  Nor te
San E s t a n i s l a o
San José de los  A rroyos
San Joaquín (*1838)

T o ta l

C o r d i l l e r a
A l t o s
Atyrá
B a r r e r o  Grande
Caacupé
Caraguatay
San Franc isco  Duarte
(=A rroyos  y  E s te ros)
Emboscada
P i r  i bebuy
Tobatí
Va lenzue la

T o ta l

P a r a g u a r í
Acahay (Acaay)

( C a p i l l a  Rincón 
(Ybi r a i t í  
( Y r i a r t e  
(Yeguar i  zo

155 7 22 184
32 4 8 44
68 6 153 227
- - - - 960 960

255 17 1,143 1,415

45 7 64 116
93 13 6 112

51 5 136 192

189 25 206 420

101 15 2 118
42 4 9 55

8 1 9

40 4 44
250 29 - - 279
121 4 - - 125

562 57 11 630

45 1 - - 46
- - 3 - - 3
126 11 7 144

7 4 2 13
81 4 26 111

? ? ? ?
2 - - 2,422 2,424

160 9 39 208
165 18 30 213
43 6 49

629 56 2,526 3,211

7 - - 9 16

8 - - 8
99 3 - - 102

5 - - - - 5



The use of ‘black’ and free labour 793

Table 16.1. cont.

D e p a r t m e n t / d i s t r i c t *  S l aves  L ibe r -  Free  Tota l
t o s  Blacks

P a r a g u a r i  ( c o n t . )
Caapucú 529 57 1,127 1,713
Carapeguá 27 1 28

(Carapeguá Guazú --
( E s p a r t i l l a r 26 3 29
(Aguaye Guazú 28 -- 28
(Aguaye Rincón 21 -- -- 21
( C a l i s t r o 16 -- 16

Ybyt im í 157 9 134 300
Ybycuí 227 -- 868 1,095
Mbuyapey 132 -- -- 132
San Tomás (P a ra g u a r í) 370 10 1 381
Qui i ndy 331 24 - - 355
E s tanc ia  Tabapy 302 - - - - 302
Quyquyhó 370 1 487 858
Yaguarón - - - -
Pi rayú 230 32 2 264

(Capi H a y  Costa - - - - --
(Boyoca tí 11 - - - - 11
(B a tov í 95 - - 95
(Ñ uat í 258 -- -- 258
(Yariguaá 20 20

T o ta l 3,269 140 2,628 6,037

3 u a i r á
H ia t í 60 1 18 79
Ytapé 11 3 36 50
V i l l a  Rica 74 9 9 92
Ycaguazú 119 8 59 186
Ya ta i  t y 6 2 46 54

T o ta l 270 23 168 461

C a a z a p á
Caazapá 26 -- -- 26
San Juan Nepomuceno 8 8
Yuty 29 12 41

T o ta l 63 0 12 75

Vlisiones
San Ig n ac io  Guazú 126 15 5 146
Santa María de Fe 104 7 165 276
Santa Rosa 70 1 2 73
Sant i  ago 138 3 3 144

T o ta l 438 26 175 639



794 Chapter 16

Table 16.1. cont.

Departm en t/d i  s t r i  c t * Slaves L ib e r 
tos

Free 
B lacks

T o ta l

Ñ eem bucú
Concepción de Guazucuá 127 19 1 147
Laure les - -
Pi l a r 72 20 - - 92
San Juan B a u t is ta  Esteros 72 3 - - 75
Yabebyry 28 3 31

T o ta l 299 45 1 345

Itapúa
Bobí 46 - - - - 46
Carmen - - - -
Encarnaci ón 5 1 - - 6
Jesús 3 - - - - 3
San Cosme y  San Damián 52 5 - - 57
(R incón de) San Pedro 91 - - 8 99
Santís im a T r in id a d

T o ta l 197 6 8 211

Paraguay 7,893 523 8,796 17,212

Source: W i l l i a m s  1976:427-9.
*  The d i v i s i o n  in to  departments and d i s t r i c t s  i s  d e r iv e d  from K eg le r  
de Galeano 1995 (= 1976).
N.B. The f i g u re s  g iven  e a r l i e r  by W i l l ia m s  (1974a) and Piá  (1972) f o r  
around 1845 are less  accu ra te .  For somewhat d iv e rg e n t  f i g u r e s ,  see a lso  
Cooney 1994a (=1974 ) :28 and Granda 1995 (=1983) :620.

parishes o f Asunción, with 1,552 pardos (9 per cent) living there 
out o f a total population of 11,003 persons.34 Many were em plo
yed as artisans; a list of trades (oficios) in the capital o f 1843 shows 
that exactly one third o f the oficios were practised by pardos  (both 
free and slaves).35 Not far from the capital there were certain 
other partidos with large black communities, including Limpio, la 
Villeta and Emboscada. If we add these to Asunción, we find 32.1

34 Williams (1976:432) refers, contrary to his own data (see table), to 1,636.
35 Williams 1974a: 13.
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•  1,000 b lacks
•  2 ,000  b lacks

Z o n a  C entra l

100 km

Fig. 16.1. The distribution o f the black population in 1846 (after 
Table 16.1).

per cent o f  all pardos  in these four places (with 11.3 per cent o f the 
national population). The second - somewhat unsuspected - con
centration o f blacks was to be found south of Asuncion in the hilly 
grasslands immediately north of the Rio Tebicuary. As it still is
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today, this was predominantly a cattle ranching region in around 
1850, with no arable farming of any significance. 43.1 per cent of 
the population o f Quyquyó, the centre of this cattle ranching area, 
consisted o f pardos', Tavapy was a wholly black community; and 
Caapucd was home to the country’s largest single, nonsegregated 
pardo  grouping, since this district had 529 slaves, 57 libertos and 
1,127 free blacks. This second concentration zone also contained 
the partidos  Ybycuf, Quiindy, Ybytymi and M buyapey, each o f 
which had quite large black minorities. The above seven partidos 
contained 8.5 per cent o f the national population, but contained 
2,048 slaves, 91 libertos and 2,616 free blacks, which corresponded 
respectively to 25.9 per cent o f all the slaves, 17.4 per cent o f the 
libertos and 29.7 per cent of all the free pardos  in Paraguay. The 
4,755 blacks in these districts were employed predominantly in 
cattle ranching, which was an exceptional situation for the New 
W orld. The concentration zone continued immediately south o f the 
Rio Tebicuary, in the area o f the former Jesuit m issions, although 
the black population there was more modest in numbers than north 
o f the river. Here, too, the blacks were engaged mainly in cattle 
ranching. Each o f the partidos  of Santa M aría de Fe, Santiago, San 
Juan Bautista, San Ignacio Guazd and Santa Rosa was a district 
with a relatively large black m inority.36

There is also a census of 1853 covering 14 parishes. Piá estimates that 
there were 1,300 slaves in the four parishes of Asunción in that year, 
and 3,800 in the other ten parishes. If we extrapolate, this would give 
a total of 23,500 slaves for the whole country in 1853, according to an 
older publication by Williams (1974a). Adding the free blacks might 
bring the figure up to 50,000. We do not know the precise total 
population of Paraguay, but Williams, Cooney and various other 
authors consider a figure of about 400,000 to be reasonable for the 
early 1860s, i.e. on the eve of the Guerra Grande-, their estimate is 
based on extrapolation of the population counted in 1846, which then 
amounted to about 233,000. If this estimate is correct, the 50,000 
Negroes and mulattoes of Williams’ estimate would represent 12-13 
per cent o f the total, a proportion that is roughly equal to the percent
age arrived at by Azara and Aguirre at the end of the eighteenth

36 Williams 1976:432.
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century (11 per cent). Williams considers 12-13 per cent to be a 
reasonable proportion for the period 1820-60.37

Cooney arrives at a lower figure. Extrapolating from the data of the 
1846 census, he estimates that there were about 23-25,000 blacks of 
different categories on the eve of the Guerra Grande, which would 
amount to c. 6 per cent of a total population of about 400,000. Cooney 
does not attribute the decline relative to 1782 (11 per cent) to high 
mortality, but to the fact that not many fugitive slaves from Brazil had 
entered the country during the regime of Francia, that there had been 
no international trade at that time and that there had been continuing 
racial and cultural assimilation. In view of the data from the 1846 
census presented above, it seems to me that Cooney’s 23-25,000 
blacks more closely approach the true situation than Williams’ 50,000, 
a conclusion with which the latter author (in 1976) incidentally 
agreed.38

The slave owners

W illiams not only processed the census o f 1846, but also compiled 
a list of slave owners with ten or more slaves and libertos. There 
were 176 o f these in the whole o f Paraguay in 1846 (102 men, 74 
women). Together, they owned 2,583 slaves and 186 libertos or 
32.8 per cent o f all slaves and 35.8 per cent o f all libertos. 145 of 
the 176 slave owners held 10-19 slaves and libertos, 22 held 20-29, 
six held 30-39 and only three owned 40 or more. The largest slave 
owner, Juan Bernardo Dávalos, a bachelor from Bobi, owned 43 of 
the 46 slaves registered in his district. Fifty-one o f the 176 slave 
owners lived north o f the Rio Tebicuary, a figure that was in line 
with the large number o f slaves present in this region.

The state also owned many slaves. It was probably the owner of 
about half of the slaves in Paraguay in around 1840 and remained 
the largest owner under President López. Some 302 slaves worked 
on the state cattle ranch in Tavapy in 1846 and most of the other 
state estancias and puestos also had varying numbers o f slaves 
among their workers. The lands exploited by the Colegio San 
Carlos in Paraguari (and which, as former Jesuit property, had

37 Cooney 1994a (=1974):28; Piá 1972:41-2; Williams 1974a: 10.
38 Cooney 1994a (=  1974):28-9; Williams 1976:426.
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become state property) were cultivated by 170 slaves, while those at 
Ñuatí were cared for by another 207. The cathedral in Asunción 
had only one slave in 1846, as did the churches in Horqueta, Luque 
and Piribebuy. In Pirayil, 11 slaves were dedicated to the Virgen 
del Rosario, at Quyquyó five slaves had been apportioned to the 
Baby Jesus and, in Tobati, 35 belonged to the local Virgin. As we 
have said, it was not unusual for well-to-do people to leave one or 
m ore slaves to the local church or patron saint in their w ill.39

The use o f  the black labour

The state slaves originally nearly all worked on the estancias de la 
patria , which had been partly created because the Paraguayan state 
had become the owner o f a number o f colonial estancias del rey, 
and partly because the dictator Francia had created a number of 
new state ranches to strengthen the national economy. As a result, 
the areas with many or large estancias de la patria  were also 
important areas o f concentration of state slaves. In Tavapy, for 
example, there were no fewer than 682 slaves in 1854, simply 
because a large state cattle ranch was situated there. A ltogether, 
there must have been several thousand state slaves working on the 
estancias de la patria  existing in about 1850. A small number of 
state slaves were used to provide personal services to high-ranking 
governm ent officials, as labour at the ministries (or what passed as 
such), or were made available to foreigners with a special mission. 
After 1850, the picture became rather more varied, because Presi
dent López also began to use state slaves (including libertos) to 
provide a number o f state enterprises, such as the arsenal and 
shipyard in Asunción and the iron foundry in Ybycui, with labour. 
In other words, slaves played a part in the industrialisation which 
was being initiated by López on a very modest scale. They were 
also used in the barracks as personnel, on public works such as the 
construction o f the railway, and in a number of obrajes (w ork
places) to make bricks, clothing, articles o f iron and wood and 
other goods needed by the army. They generally received a small

39 Williams 1976:432-3.
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wage, which was lower than that o f the free employees. If they 
wished, they could save their wage to buy their freedom.

López also tried to use free pardos to prom ote the further 
colonisation o f the Chaco. In 1845, he created a small farm ing 
settlement with 20 black colonists not far from Asunción. In 1849, 
20 families were also sent there from Emboscada. The colony 
existed until the war with the Triple Alliance, but had no name. 
Like the dictator Francia, he sent free blacks and slaves who had 
stolen or committed other misdemeanours to Tevegó.

The small group o f private owners used the slaves and libertos 
mainly in the household, as farm workers and for carrying out craft 
activities. In the latter instance, they were often hired out. At that 
time, too, few slaves were employed in yerba collection or timber 
extraction. Female slaves were put to work as street vendors, or as 
clothes presser, cook, washerwoman, seamstress etc., either in the 
ow ner’s own household or for third parties. In the latter instance, 
they were hired out or were paid for the work they perform ed. The 
more lucrative the slaves became for their owners, the more diffi
cult it was for them to buy their freedom. The redem ption price 
was then quite high. Once they were free, they could set themselves 
up as independent craftsmen if they wished.40

The free Negroes and mulattoes engaged in various occupations. 
They were employed, for example, in the execution o f public works 
and in defence. After Rafael de la Moneda had settled a large 
number o f free pardos in the village of Emboscada as defenders of 
the realm, this population group began to play a growing role in the 
militia. A black company was established in nearly every district. 
They were generally not armed, but served as zapadors (sappers) 
for the perform ance o f civil and other daily tasks. Until 1864 they 
played no great part in the army o f independent Paraguay, but were 
m ore prom inent in the militias. According to W isner de M orgen
stern, the army at the time of the dictator Francia included some 
700 free mulattoes. At first, they received only their subsistence, 
but later they also received pay. Besides professional soldiers, there

40 Cooney 1994a ( =  1974):29-30; Rivarola 1994:87-9; Viola 1986a: 158-9;
Williams 1974a: 10-1,19-21,25.
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w ere free mulattoes who served tem porarily under the colours as 
conscripts. Like the white soldiers, they took part in the defence 
against Indian attacks and were stationed in the presidios  on the 
northern border.41

Treatment

Under the government o f President C.A. López, the state gradually 
sold on a good number o f slaves (partly the younger generation), 
which was another factor giving rise to the fall in price. The slaves 
sold had partly become surplus to requirements. In the years 1845- 
61, for example, some 300 slaves and libertos belonging to the 
Tavapy state cattle ranch were sold, including women and chil
dren .42 The authorities also showed great flexibility if the slaves 
wished to create any property and if they wished to buy their 
freedom. A quick decision was nearly always taken and the price 
proposed by the slave was accepted, which is to say that the con
cept o f reasonable price was flexibly interpreted. The authorities 
were also supportive if privately owned slaves wished to become 
free.

U nder President López, too, the treatment o f state-owned and 
other slaves was generally not bad, certainly in comparison with the 
treatm ent o f slaves in Cuba, Brazil and the United States. This 
incidentally did not mean that the slaves were always well fed and 
clothed and that no corporal punishment was administered at all. 
The work was by no means always light, and food and clothing 
w ere sober. The female slaves were sometimes abused by their 
m asters. But in relative terms the treatment was humane. The 
defensores de pobres y esclavos, who were appointed by the 
governm ent as inspectors, generally performed their tasks very con
scientiously.43

41 Williams 1974a:21-4; Viola 1986a:160-l.
42 Williams 1974a: 12,21. He cites as an example Francisco Correa Madruga, 

who purchased 30 young libertos to put to work as slaves in his cigar factory 
until their twenty-fifth year.

43 Cooney 1994a ( =  1974):30; Pla 1974:42-4; Rivarola 1994:89-90.
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The abolition of slavery

The universal abolition o f slavery did not take place until the end of 
the war with the Triple Alliance. The first state slaves were taken 
into the army in 1865. As the shortage of soldiers increased, a law 
was passed in 1866 which made it possible to place privately-owned 
slaves under arms, as well as state slaves and libertos. Owners who 
wished to sell their slaves to serve in the army would receive a 
reasonable price for them. This resulted in about 6,000 slaves, 
originating from the state estancias and from private ranches, being 
distributed between the various army units in mid-1866. In 1867 
slaves and libertos were recruited for army service on a large scale. 
They would receive their freedom and their owners would be 
compensated by the government. The measure was introduced so 
hastily that there was little time to investigate to what extent the 
slaves and libertos could be dispensed with. The majority o f owners 
refrained from asking for compensation, either because their patrio
tic feelings predominated or because they found it wiser to act 
patriotically.44

The majority o f black soldiers did not survive the war. The 
armies of Francisco Solano López were decimated by the combined 
forces o f Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay. The casualty rate among 
the black soldiers was particularly high, because President F .S . 
López repeatedly used them in dangerous operations. When the war 
had ended, Paraguay possessed a greatly reduced slave population. 
It consisted mainly of old men, women and children {libertos). 
Various partidos which previously contained concentrations o f black 
people, had none or very few in 1869.

The trium virate that was formed in Asunción towards the end o f 
the war decided in a decree of 2 October 1869 to abolish slavery 
completely. All slaves would be freed within six months o f the 
prom ulgation o f the decree. In issuing the decree, the members o f 
the trium virate were acting under pressure from the Brazilians, but 
did not resent this pressure. A growing criticism o f slavery had 
emerged among the more developed population o f Paraguay in the

44 Cooney 1994a ( =  1974):32-4; Piá 1972:16; Rivarola 1994:90.
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1860s (which criticism extended to the actions o f the dictator 
Francia, who had arbitrarily enslaved a number o f free blacks of 
the monastic orders). There were accordingly many people among 
the upper classes who had begun to find slavery an obsolete institu
tion and were actually in favour o f abolition. The provisional 
governm ent was therefore grateful to, rather than displeased with, 
the Brazilians for the pressure that they exerted. Article 25 of the 
constitution which was introduced in 1870 explicitly laid down that 
there was no slavery in Paraguay; anyone who entered the country 
as a slave would be immediately freed. Affected owners could again 
ask for compensation, but once again little use was made o f the 
possibility. It was therefore ultimately the war which caused slavery 
to disappear.45 According to Rivarola, the law o f 2 October 1869 
applied to fewer than 450 survivors.46

Concluding remarks

To conclude and summarise, it may be said that slavery continued 
in Paraguay for quite a long time and that it finally disappeared in 
two stages. The slave population was not particularly large, nor 
indeed was the total coloured population (i.e. including free p a r- 
dos), which amounted to no more than 11 per cent of the total 
population in the late colonial period and to about 7 .4 per cent in 
1846. The treatment o f the slaves was generally not bad. In the 
colonial period, the Church was the largest slave owner, while in 
the postcolonial period, it was the state. In addition, there were 
private slave owners, who nearly all owned only small numbers. 
The importance o f the slaves and free blacks resided mainly in the 
contribution which they made to the work on estancias and cha
cras, although they also performed domestic and other activities 
(e.g. as artisans and in defence). As such, they reduced the labour 
shortage. Many pardos  lived in Asunción and its immediate envi

45 Cooney 1994a:33-8; López Decoud 1983:20; Viola 1986a: 147.
46 Rivarola 1994:91. Nickson (1993:445) estimates that there were about 40,000 

pardos at the time of abolition. In my opinion, this estimate is incorrect and 
also not in line with the census data o f 1846.
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rons, while another important concentration area in 1846 (but also 
before then) comprised the districts with extensive cattle ranching 
north and south o f the Rio Tebicuary. In the far north, Tevegó was 
a concentration point, although not a permanent one.

M aintenance and abolition of colonial ‘relicts’

No more than slavery, did the forced provision o f unpaid labour by 
the free population {levas or auxilios) disappear immediately when 
Paraguay became an independent state. Rengger illustrates the 
obligation during the period o f the dictator Francia by stating that 
labour was then supplied by the population of the partidos  outside 
the capital for the building o f fortifications on the border, the 
construction o f various barracks and other buildings in such places 
as Pilar de Ñeembucú and Villa Real, the construction or im prove
ment of roads and certain transport activities. According to Rivaro- 
la, some o f the seasonal work on the state estancias (such as the 
rodeos and the castration o f animals) was probably perform ed by 
workers who were drummed up on the neighbouring private ran
ches under the auxilio  system. In total, these obligations involved 
no more than a few weeks a year, but more important was som e
times that the normal activities o f country dwellers could be inter
rupted at any time. The authorities could, if necessary, even drum 
up people working in private paid employment (which led to 
conflicts with employers). Apart from supplying labour, the Para
guayans could also be compelled to supply building materials 
needed for the public works, or to bring with them draught ani
mals, carts, tools and other things needed for the unpaid labour. 
Rengger states that government officials and even common soldiers 
in Asunción sometimes used the leva for their own purposes, 
without the dictator’s knowledge. They compelled farm ers who 
came into the town to work for them. The consequence was that the 
farm ers avoided going into town as much as possible, even to sell 
their produce.47

47 Rengger 1987:98-9; Rivarola 1994:67-8,70,98-9.
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U nder President F .S . López in the 1860s, nothing had changed. 
Quentin argues that the State then always had labour at its disposal 
which cost almost nothing, because the citizens could be forced to 
perform  unpaid labour under the still current laws o f the colonial 
regime. They had to turn up if the authorities required it to carry 
out certain public works and received no wage in return, while no 
provision was made for their subsistence. The authorities used these 
auxilios to build or improve roads, clean streams and rivers and 
build or repair churches. The forced labourers were also employed 
to construct fortifications in Humaitá and to build the arsenal o f 
Villa Rica.

The army was incidentally also employed on such activities. For 
its farms the government had guardias auxiliares (soldiers who later 
became farm ers), who guarded the puestos o f the cattle ranches, cut 
tim ber, collected yerba etc. They received no pay, but were main
tained by the state. In other words, the authorities made use o f 
various groups o f cheap labour: slaves, soldiers and forced labou
rers from  the civil population. They also employed prisoners on 
such activities. Because the government had this labour at its 
disposal, it competed with the private sector, e.g. in the marketing 
o f yerba, timber and some agricultural products.

According to Quentin, the system o f President López was a kind 
o f enregimentation o f the whole nation.48 The auxilios were used 
at that time not only for the traditional activities, but also for work 
in the shipyards, the arsenal, the Ybycui foundry and the construc
tion o f the first length o f railw ay.49 The auxilio  institution may be 
regarded as being derived from the militia duty o f the colonial 
period.

W hat did change under President C.A . López, in any event was 
the status of the pueblos de indios and the pueblos de m isiones, o f 
which there were 21 in total (8 in the form er Jesuit region and 13 
north of the Rio Tebicuary). Their special status was abolished by 
the decree of 26 November 1842 and to a still further extent by that 
of 7 October 1848; their own administrative institutions (cabildo)

48 Quentin 1865a:79-80
49 Rivarola 1994:135.
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disappeared and the land and livestock o f the villages passed largely 
into the hands of the state (see Chapter 18). President Ldpez consi
dered that their special status was out-of-date and, in a sense, it 
was, because the inhabitants had become increasingly integrated 
over time into Paraguayan society (and into the labour market). The 
dictator Francia, for example, had recruited former mitayos into the 
army as tailors, artisans and sometimes even as soldiers, something 
which had not happened in the colonial period. The villages and 
village territories o f the pueblos de indios were also being increa
singly inhabited by non-Indians, and this had also fostered integra
tion. However this may be, both measures meant that a large 
number o f Indians from these villages no longer had access to their 
own or communal means o f production and were forced to turn to 
wage labour. This was a significant factor in the development o f the 
large-scale and cheap exploitation of yerba and tim ber.50

The availability and use of free labour

This last observation brings me to a more detailed discussion of 
free wage labour in colonial and postcolonial Paraguay.

Initially, a large part of the necessary labour in the colonial 
period was supplied involuntarily by mitayos, yanaconas and 
slaves, through the system o f encomiendas, mandamientos and 
slavery. As the institution of encomienda increasingly broke down, 
the number o f available Indians decreased and the number o f poor 
mestizoes in the countryside grew, the amount of voluntarily 
performed wage labour increased. There was an especially rapid 
growth in wage labour in the second half of the eighteenth century, 
particularly in such sectors as yerba collection, river navigation and 
land transport. Free wage labourers then supplied the greater part 
o f the demand for labour. This incidentally does not mean that free 
wage labourers were in plentiful supply. Because o f the small 
population, emigration to the south and the possibility o f engaging 
independently in a little farming, the supply o f labour remained

50 Pastore 1972:113-5,127-32; Whigham 1995:175-6,182.
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quite limited, to the disadvantage of the economic development o f 
the colony.51

Four important groups of free workers could be distinguished in 
the late colonial period.

a. The most numerous group consisted of the poor Creoles and 
mestizoes who were to be found everywhere in the countryside in 
the eighteenth century. They were compelled to fend for themselves 
and, apart from a little agriculture, also depended partly on wage 
labour. They were generally not labourers throughout the year, but 
alternated their livelihood as rowers, boatmen, yerba collectors or 
other occupations with work on their own chacras. The poor 
Creoles considered work as farm labourers (certainly that in the 
tobacco, cotton and sugar cane fields) to be beneath their dignity; 
that was ‘Indian w ork’. Mestizoes were more ready to accept it.52

b. A second group consisted o f the Indians from the pueblos de 
indios (including the form er Jesuit mission villages). The Indians - 
certainly in the later period - were by no means in search o f isola
tion, but were trying to gain a little more freedom, to improve their 
position and to escape from the communal work in the villages. 
They often found it more attractive to work elsewhere as well and 
not only in their own pueblos. Wage labour performed elsewhere 
not only provided them with some additional income, but also 
strengthened the community treasury, from which - if it was good - 
the whole community benefited, since half o f the income was 
handed over to the village. In principle, the villages (or, m ore 
specifically the caciques and corregidores) arranged the hiring out 
o f labour, but the Indians were at liberty to seek work for them 
selves on the free days which were available to them. They could 
keep the whole of the income earned on those days.53 After w or
king outside the village, the Indians returned to their pueblo. In the 
newer indigenous settlements (Belén, San Joaquin and San Estanis
lao), where the Indians were not divided into encomiendas, free 
wage labour rapidly became a normal phenomenon.

51 Susnik 1990-91:43.
52 Susnik 1990-91:47-8.
53 Whigham 1995:163,170.
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The Indians performed all kinds of work. For example, some 
400 Guaranies worked as day labourers in the tobacco factories of 
San Lorenzo and Villa Rica in the years 1784-1800. They came 
from the villages of Yaguardn, Altos, Tobatí, Itá and Atyrá, Caa- 
zapá and Yuty, respectively.54 Many Indians also perform ed tem 
porary farm work for the Creoles (foráneos) who were increasingly 
settling near and sometimes in the pueblos de indios. The Indians 
also worked in the yerbales, in forestry and river navigation. Places 
like Villa Real and San Pedro were important centres for contrac
ting them. They did not greatly care for work in the sugar cane and 
tobacco fields. Good craftsmen found employment everywhere 
without much difficulty, particularly at the end o f the colonial 
period and certainly in Asunción, because there was nearly always a 
shortage o f this kind of skilled labour. An important sector in 
which work was easy to find at the end of the colonial period was 
shipbuilding. The craftsmen were quite well paid, certainly those 
who found employment in shipbuilding.

Permanent wage labour was not found attractive by the majority 
o f Indians. Like the mestizoes, they preferred to hire themselves 
out for tem porary work, without too many rules. They wanted to 
retain the possibility of being able to return to their village in the 
course o f time and to undertake other activities. Azara (cited by 
Garavaglia) noted that the Indians who perform ed work in Asunción 
under a mandamiento  used their free time to earn a little extra for 
themselves. This showed not only that they were not lazy, but also 
that they knew how to make good use o f the opportunities to earn 
some extra income, and that the capital had a normally functioning 
labour m arket.55

The downside o f wage labour was that this activity sometimes 
assumed such large dimensions that the communal village economy 
suffered and had to be kept running by attracting wage labourers 
(sometimes even Creoles and mestizoes) from elsewhere to work in 
the village yerbales, tend the livestock or assist with the harvest. 
This labour sometimes came from one of the neighbouring pueblos

54 Susnik 1984a:213; Susnik 1990-91:117.
55 Garavaglia 1983:341.



808 Chapter 16

de indios. The work which the Indians performed on their own free 
days, too, was not always advantageous to the village economy in 
every respect, because it often led to the under-exploitation o f their 
own small plots.56 W ork outside the village also increased the like
lihood o f flight and emigration. Its downside was population de
crease or stagnation in the pueblos de indios.

Susnik has emphasised that the Indians had always performed 
work in return for payment since the sixteenth century and that they 
also found it attractive, and that free wage labour - alongside labour 
through encomiendas and mandamientos - was therefore an old 
phenomenon. It incidentally also appears from the Ordenanzas that 
the phenomenon of Indian wage labour already existed at an early 
date. Not for nothing did Ramírez de Velasco decree in 1597 that 
the Indians must be paid for the work that they performed and that 
their pay must also take into account the distance which they had to 
cover between their homes and the workplace. Alfaro also decreed 
that the Indians who performed work voluntarily must be paid, but 
not with wine, strong drink (chicha; caña) or yerba, but with useful 
products, such as lienzos. What was new in the late colonial period, 
however, was the wider extent o f the phenomenon and the fact that 
Indians from the form er Jesuit mission villages now also offered 
themselves on the labour market.

The Indians were often underpaid, paid late, not paid for their 
travelling and kept longer at work than had been agreed. They 
sometimes had to do heavy work and sometimes also got into debt 
through the payment o f advances. In other w ords, there was no lack 
of abuses, but the Indians were resigned to them. They did at least 
earn something and saw the opportunity to obtain in this way 
certain articles which they needed (for example, iron objects) and 
thereby improve their existence a little.

It goes without saying that work outside the village fostered the 
integration of the Indians into the colonial society. That indeed also 
applied to the employment o f externally recruited Creoles and 
mestizoes by the pueblos de indios in order to make good the local

56 For Indian labour, see, for example, Susnik 1965:149-55; Susnik 1984a:207-8, 
213; Susnik 1995 ( = 1964):! 1-3.
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shortage o f labour for the exploitation of the communal lands or 
other activities.

c. Besides the Indians from the pueblos de indios there were at 
the end o f the eighteenth century, also free Guaraníes - indios libres 
or indios criollos, i.e. Indians who did not fall under the obligations 
o f the encomienda system and were to be found dispersed over 
Paraguay. According to the census of Aguirre, this group com pri
sed 2,232 persons in 1782 and consisted mainly o f young persons 
who had left the former Jesuit mission villages after 1768. It also 
included militiamen from these villages who had been taken priso
ner by Antequera in military actions during the Revolución de los 
Comuneros. According to Susnik, many o f those who left after 
1768 crossed the Rio Tebicuary. They halted near one o f the 

pueblos de indios, settled there on the still vacant lands o f the tava 
and supplemented their livelihood with wage labour. They married 
Indian women from their new home or mixed with the Creoles and 
mestizoes. Others found employment as rowers, casual labourers 
and craftsmen. In socio-economic terms, the indios libres were the 
equals o f the Creole and mestizo workers. It was mainly those who 
had no fixed abode who became full-time or day labourers.

d. A fourth category of free wage labourers comprised the free 
Negroes and mulattoes, who were to be found mainly in the city. 
W e considered them earlier in this chapter.

These four groups together formed the eighteenth century Para
guayan proletariat or semi-proletariat, which began increasingly 
and, ultimately, even predominantly to supply the need for ‘foreign’ 
labour.57

In the last decades o f the eighteenth century, in particular, there 
were incidentally abundant openings for wage labour. There was 
then a great demand for labour, not only from the traditional export 
sector (yerba collection), but also from branches o f  activity which, 
thanks to the liberalisation of the la Plata economy, were expanding 
rapidly or were wholly new (tree felling, shipbuilding, tobacco 
processing, cable making, textile manufacture, water and road 
transport). The great demand for labour appears, for example, from

57 Velázquez 1983:78-9.
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the fact that there were constant complaints after 1777 about the 
shortage o f labour.

According to Cooney, an average wage of two reales per day 
suggests that this shortage also had some trickle-down effects and 
led to reasonably high wages. Azara noted that the large number o f 
free blacks (relative to the small number of slaves) did not make 
labour cheaper; the free workers had themselves reasonably well 
paid.58 The employers tried to bind the workers through the pay
ment of advances and the free workers were then already getting 
into debt as a result. It was usual at that time (as throughout the 
colonial period) for the employer to supply food and some clothing 
as well as a wage, but travel to and from the villages was generally 
not paid.

The people who could use labour enticed the Indians away from 
their villages, but the natives themselves also took advantage of the 
widening employment opportunities. They increasingly became 
sim ple braceros for a part of the year, with an entitlement to 4 
varas de lienzos per month, and food, as had been laid down by 
Alfaro in the early seventeenth century.59

After 1811, the economy o f Paraguay experienced a decline for 
several decades, for reasons already explained elsewhere. The 
demand for wage labour, especially from the private sector, con
tracted, which made no difference to its availability. Many potential 
wage labourers returned to a wholly self-sufficient way o f life. The 
state largely provided for its labour needs through the employment 
o f slaves, soldiers and citizens who had to perform tem porary 
forced labour.“  The economy began to recover, however, under 
the government o f President López and the need for wage labour 
rose rapidly.

Potthast has emphasised that the performance o f wage labour in 
the market-oriented sectors and army service by Indians, Negroes, 
mulattoes, Creoles and mestizoes was a male concern, but that they 
were able to engage in these activities because the women perfor

58 Azara 1941-11:172; Cooney 1987:86.
59 Susnik 1981:23-4.
60 inter alia, Whigham 1995:176.
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med many other tasks, both in the colonial and the postcolonial 
period. They often tended the agricultural plots, which supplied 
some products for self-sufficiency; they engaged in barter at the 
local market; they obviously had responsibility for the household 
and the children; and they generally also performed various suppor
tive tasks. For example, supplying the army with such items as 
candles, clothing and food was already largely a responsibility of 
the women even before the war with the Triple Alliance.61

The tight labour market in the late colonial period led to govern
ment intervention in order to prevent unnecessary loss o f labour 
potential. Under the government o f Governor-Intendant Lázaro de 
Ribera, use was made for the first time in 1796 (at least as far as 
the documents show) of the papeleta de conchavo in order to 
counter loafing and vagrancy. The measure allowed the authorities 
to require proof from someone who gave the impression that he was 
loafing around -  who, in other words, appeared to be behaving as a 
vago or mal entretenido - that he was working somewhere indepen
dently or was in service to someone. Anyone who was not looking 
for work or practising his occupation could be punished or forced 
to work. Vagrancy was therefore being combated. The number of 
vagos y mal entretenidos was quite large at that time. Garavaglia 
commented that Paraguay had quite a lot of cattle at the end o f the 
eighteenth century that supplied many products, but o f course 
mainly meat. If a person wished, he could provide for a large part 
o f his subsistence through the illegal slaughter o f a few animals 
belonging to third parties or o f animals whose ownership was 
unclear. Such a situation had already arisen earlier elsewhere in the 
la Plata region. The land also yielded produce (such as oranges and 
other fruits) without people having to make very much effort, and 
anyone who wanted to could always find a plot of land som ewhere 
to grow something. The militia obligations were also reduced at the 
end o f the colonial period. All these factors, in fact, created the 
conditions for vagrancy. Anyone who did not wish to did not need 
to take paid employment in order to provide for his subsistence, if 
only because needs were still very modest at that time. This situa

61 Potthast 1996:348; Potthast 2000:284.
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tion contributed to the tightness on the labour market. It is under
standable therefore that the government should take measures to 
increase the labour supply. This incidentally happened not only in 
Paraguay; in other parts o f the la Plata region and elsewhere in 
Latin America, too, papeletas or similar means were employed. 
The government again made use of this control system in the 
republican period. The dictator Francia ordered the jueces locales 
to set vagabonds to work in agriculture; if they refused, they were 
employed on public works as prisoners of the state. Under Presi
dent López, too, measures were taken to combat vagrancy.62

The state as regulator o f labour

W e have shown above that the colonial authorities regulated the 
labour supply through the encomienda and mandamiento systems 
and, towards the end of the colonial period, also through the 
papeleta de conchavo. In the period from 1811-70, they tried to 
regulate it through the system o f levas or auxilios and - again - the 
papeleta. In doing so, the authorities supported the private sector, 
but they also recruited labour in this manner for their own needs. 
But that was not all. The Paraguayan state was also the owner o f a 
large number o f slaves in the period 1811-70 and employed them 
on the state ranches and on public works. The state also activated a 
large amount o f labour by not allowing the army simply to remain 
in the barracks, but by deploying it on activities such as cattle 
farm ing on the state estancias, collecting yerba, felling timber, 
carrying out public works, operating river transport and, under 
President C .A . López, also deploying it in the shipyards, in brick
yards, in the arsenal and in the iron foundry. In the 1860s, soldiers 
helped in the construction of the first length o f railway. Prisoners 
formed another potential labour source tapped by the government. 
Anyone who had been imprisoned usually also had to work during 
his sentence. Prisoners were employed, for example, in the modern

62 Garavaglia 1983:369-71; Garavaglia 1987c:244; Rivarola 1994:27-8,33-4,
54,132.
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industries set up by President C .A . López and on public works. 
The iron foundry in Ybycui operated from 1850 with the support of 
an average o f 75-100 prisoners.63 Others were sent to Tevegó to 
strengthen the local economy there. On the grounds of this m obili
sation of labour (through levas, slavery, army and penalties), 
Rivarola argued that one could speak of a reservilización o f the 
working population by the State.64

63 Rivarola 1994:97,135.
64 Rivarola 1994:64.
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Landownership in the colonial period

The Spaniards not only tried to obtain a grip on the manpower of 
the Indians but, as the dominant population, they also secured for 
themselves access to the land - another important resource in a 
Paraguay that would soon be oriented mainly towards prim ary 
production. The use that the Spaniards began to make of the availa
ble land meant that the living space for the indigenous population 
became limited. Competition arose for land, although not to such a 
serious degree as in some other parts o f Spanish America. The 
Indians formed the weaker party, which is why the Spanish authori
ties found it necessary at an early stage to regulate their land rights 
through a series of Ordenanzas. Once Paraguay had become inde
pendent, this protective legislation lapsed and developments took 
another course. A skewed division of landownership had meanwhile 
developed. In the postcolonial period, the state brought about, 
through a series o f measures, a change in the land tenure situation 
which existed in around 1811, with the result that there were very 
different relationships in about 1870 from those at the beginning o f 
the nineteenth century.

This chapter concentrates prim arily on the formal and actual 
access to the production factor of ‘land’, both by the Spaniards and 
their descendants and by the Indians who were living in pueblos de 
indios and pueblos de misiones. The emphasis is therefore placed 
on the formal, legal context.1 Land use itself is not dealt with until

For an overview o f the development o f rural landownership, see the classic 
work by Pastore (1972). See also: Campos Ruiz Dias (1987/1995), González 
(1984), Pastore (1966, 1975) and Rivarola Paoli (1993).
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Part Four. This chapter is restricted to the colonial period. The 
period 1811-70 is discussed in Chapter 18.

Land rights in the precolonial period

W e already saw in Chapter 3 that the nomadic tribes who populated 
the Chaco in about 1500 were ignorant o f any individual property 
or ownership rights to the land. They used their territory for 
hunting, gathering and fishing and, on those grounds, claimed a 
collective use right relative to the groups surrounding them. If  their 
rights were threatened, they defended them. W hen they travelled 
over greater distances and permanently stayed in new territories, 
this was accompanied by a displacement of the territorial use rights. 
If necessary, these rights had to be acquired through struggle with, 
and the driving off, o f other groups. Nor had individual ownership 
rights developed among the semi-sedentary Guaranies, who practi
sed shifting cultivation. With them, too, rights existed to land for as 
long as it was used. In fact, there was land in abundance, even 
enough to allow it to lie fallow for a sufficient length of time after a 
few years of cultivation. M oreover, land served only to provide for 
prim ary necessities o f life and not to accumulate wealth. The 
perm anent claiming o f collective or individual ownership rights in 
the European sense o f the word was therefore not considered 
necessary.

The Spanish legislation dealing with Spanish and native land
ownership

The rights which the Spaniards wished to apply to the land in the 
territories o f South and Central America discovered and occupied 
by them were regulated at an early stage in the Leyes de Indias.2

2 For the following section, see especially, Pastore 1972:10-4,17-8,85. And 
further Acevedo 1996:334, González 1984:16,25-7; Rivarola Paoli 1993:22- 
31.
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The land, the forests and the waters o f the territories occupied by 
the Spanish conquerors became, in principle, the property of the 
Spanish Crown. All Spanish subjects, however, had a right to land 
on which to live, to cultivate or to raise livestock. Land could 
therefore be allocated to them. A distinction was made, according 
to the use and extent of the land, between solares (areas o f land 
usually situated in a settlement, on which a house could be built), 
peonías (small parcels for subsistence farming) and caballerías 
(properties which were five times as large).

A peonía  consisted of a solar of 50 by 50 feet, 100 fanegas  o f 
arable land for growing wheat or barley, ten fanegas  of land for the 
production of maize, two huebras of land for laying out a huerta  
and eight for plantas de árboles de secadal (trees on non-irrigated 
land), together with grazing land for ten sows, 20 cows, five 
horses, 100 sheep and 20 goats. A caballería consisted o f a solar o f 
100 by 200 feet and comprised five times as much of all the other 
items as a peonía.

The grant of one or more pieces of land was effected by means 
o f a gracia  or merced real by the competent government official. 
Originally, the adelantados (such as Pedro de Mendoza) and their 
representatives (such as M artínez de Irala), the viceroys, the gover
nors and the cabildos were given the right to distribute land, but 
this task was later entrusted to the oficiales reales. As soon as 
certain conditions o f occupation had been satisfied (taking into use 
within three months) and the land had been used for four years, the 
beneficiaries could regard themselves as full owners. Only then 
could a merced  be alienated (under Ley 2, Título 12, Libro  4 o f the 
Recopilación de Leyes), if desired. Land that had not been acquired 
through an official grant could also ultimately become free proper
ty, provided that it could be proved that it had been occupied 
continuously for more than 40 years. If a person agreed to a com
posición  (payment), he could become the owner of land he had 
occupied him self after ten years. The possibility o f payment was 
introduced after 1588, when Spain, after the loss of the Silver Fleet 
to the Dutch, had to find new sources o f income. Yet another way 
of becoming the owner of a piece of land was to submit a request 
{denuncia) and to pay a certain sum of money. The land then had 
first to be properly surveyed and demarcated before being awarded.
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This procedure took a long time, sometimes even several years, and 
was usually expensive, so that only the well-to-do could make use 
o f this possibility, even after the procedures had been ‘sim plified’ 
in 1754.

Every Spaniard or his descendant who settled in the colonies 
had a right to so many peonías  or caballerías if he wished to build 
houses on the solares, although the Ordenanzas o f 1573 did lay 
down a maximum of five peonías  and three caballerías. The area of 
the lands acquired varied considerably in practice, especially if they 
had been occupied spontaneously. There was often a complete 
departure from the norm when grants were made to meritorious 
persons. No-one could obtain land in two different places unless he 
had already lived at the first place for four years and had used the 
land there for four years. In all cases, land could only be granted to 
the Spaniards and their descendants that was not already used by the 
Indians.

Besides the land granted or acquired in private ownership, there 
were the forests, with their fruits, timber and useful plants, and the 
waters, which could be used for fishing and transport. These 
montes and aguas remained in principle the property o f the Spanish 
Crown, but could - just as in many places in Spain - be used by the 
local population. They were, in other words, común a todos los 
habitantes and could be freely used, not only by the Spaniards, but 
also by the Indians, if they wished to hunt, fish or gather products 
there for their own needs. Anyone who wished to cut tim ber or to 
gather yerba or other products for commercial purposes required 
special permission.

The Spanish law also decreed that all pueblos, villas and ciu
dades o f the Spaniards had to have a campo comunal (dehesa, 
ejido ) o f one square legua (3,105 ha in this context) or more. The 
vecinos could make communal use of it to graze their animals. The 
Leyes de Indias further gave detailed instructions on the require
ments to which the land to be taken into possession by the Spani
ards had to conform: the terrain had to be healthy for habitation, 
suitable for cultivation, not too cold, not too hot and in the vicinity 
o f Indians who could be instructed in the faith.

It was decreed at an early stage that the Indians who had been 
grouped into encomiendas should live together in villages. Each
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village should have available sufficient cultivable land {tierras), 
woods (m ontes) and waters (aguas) of good quality. M oreover, like 
the Spanish settlements, each pueblo de indios had to have at its 
disposal a campo comunal for its inhabitants’ livestock. All these 
lands w ere the collective property o f the village community, but the 
arable land or a part of it could be individually cultivated by its 
members. The use rights were hereditary, unless an inhabitant had 
no heirs. The land he used then returned to the community.

As we have said, the yanaconas did not live in villages, but near 
the houses or on the lands of their master. Since 1597, they had a 
right under the Ordenanzas of Ramírez de Velasco to a plot of land 
on which to build their dwelling and to provide for their own 
needs. The land remained the property o f their master, but he did 
not have the right to take it from them.

To put it in a nutshell, the Leyes de Indias were based on the 
principle o f equal rights and honest division as far as the access to 
land was concerned. The interests o f the Indians were therefore also 
recognised from the beginning and a distinction was made between 
tierras de indios and tierras de españoles. Both categories com pri
sed individually and communally used land.

The acquisition o f land by Spaniards and the monastic orders

Having looked at the legislation in a general sense, we consider the 
actual course of events in Paraguay, where we find that the Spani
ards did not immediately take larger or smaller areas o f land into 
use in 1537, apart at least from the solares on which the pobladores 
o f Asunción built their houses. The conquerors were at first still too 
taken with the dream o f the ‘Sierra de la Plata’ to immediately 
engage in agriculture themselves. They relied on the Guaranies for 
their supply o f agricultural products, but by the end o f the 1530s 
and the beginning of the 1540s, chacras were also granted to the 
Spaniards to enable them to begin farming. In making these grants, 
Governor M artínez de Irala was following the example o f the 
powers which had been granted by the Spanish Crown to adelan
tado Pedro de Mendoza. 260 lotes had already been granted around 
Asunción in 1542. The first property titles for nearby San Lorenzo
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in the Archivo Nacional date from 1541. According to Pastore, not 
all the conquistadores had yet received their plot o f land ten years 
later. W hen M artínez de Irala started to allocate Indians in 1556, he 
distributed land among the Europeans at the same time. All the 
grants were made east o f the Rio Paraguay, in an area that was 
bordered by lines running about 50 leguas north, south and east of 
Asunción. Nearly all the lands, however, were situated in the 
immediate vicinity of the capital. The Chaco remained tierra de 
guerra , seeing that the attempts to occupy land there had not been 
successful and there was also no immediate need to occupy it. 
Apart from official grants, there were also instances o f spontaneous 
occupation, because there were only a few matters in which the 
Spaniards adhered fully to the law .3

The religious orders also came into the possession o f land 
through a number o f mercedes reales. The Dominicans acquired 
land in Ybyray, Ysaty, Manorá, Cañadita de la Frontera (Ñemby), 
Tem betary, Luque, Tavapy and Caapucú, among other places. The 
M ercedarians became owners of land in Areguá, where they set up 
a cattle ranch run by pardos. They also owned lands in San L o
renzo, Tacum bú, Ykua Pyta and Ykua Añá. The Franciscans 
acquired a number o f lotes in Ybiray but, because poverty formed 
part o f their way o f life, they became owners o f less land than the 
other orders. The Jesuits acquired by far the most land: in T a
cumbú, Ysaty, Tapuá, Tapyipery, Balsequillo, Tayazuapé, la 
Frontera, Pirayú, Paraguari, Acahay and various other places.4 I 
shall return to this in greater detail later in this chapter.

The allocation of chacras and other lands to Spaniards and 
religious orders, or their informal occupation, formed the beginning 
o f the competition between ‘indigenous’ and ‘foreign’ land users. 
Although there was sufficient land in the province as a whole, the 
lands which were situated close to Asunción and the surrounding 
settlements were obviously the most favoured and it was precisely 
there that many Guaranies already lived.

3 Durán Estragó 1997:18; Pastore 1972:10,18,20.
4 Durán Estragó 1997:19.
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The regulation of Indian land rights

In order to protect the rights o f the Indians as well as possible, 
Governor M artínez de Irala prescribed in his Ordenanzas not only 
how the Spaniards should treat their encomendados, but also 
emphasised that, under the Spanish legislation, the latter should live 
together in villages, and that their rights to arable fields, woods, 
hunting grounds, fish waters and house sites should be respected. In 
other w ords, the encomenderos had no right to the land o f the 
Indians allocated to them. They should therefore also not interfere 
with its use. The Spaniards who did not adhere to this ran the risk 
o f punishment. In practice, the Spaniards were by no means always 
ready to respect the rights o f the Indians.5

G overnor Ramírez de Velasco noted at the end o f the sixteenth 
century that the majority o f the Indians near Asunción had sought 
refuge on islands and land that was readily inundated in order to 
stay as far as possible beyond the reach of the Spaniards. The 
conquistadores had occupied the farmlands, woods, fish waters and 
hunting grounds of the Indians, so that some o f them had found 
themselves forced to work for the Spaniards and the mestizoes in 
order to survive. Ramírez de Velasco therefore decreed in his 
Ordenanzas o f 1597 that the encomenderos must ensure that the 
Indians were settled within six months on tierras firm es y  sanas 
(i.e. on healthy sites that were not periodically flooded), in pob la 
dos where they ought to have, besides solares with proper houses, 
sufficient farming land and where they would also find sufficient 
firewood and water in the vicinity. Each household was to be given 
a plot of its own on which to grow food and on which it was also 
to grow 200 cotton plants each year to provide for its clothing 
needs. The Indians were to be allowed to work for two days a week 
on their own land. On four other days they were to cultivate the 
tierras de comunidad, the yield of which was partly intended for the 
maintenance of widows, orphans, invalids and other people unable 
to work. They had to be free for one day in the week so that they 
could go to church. The ordinances were also intended for the

5 González 1984:20; Pastare 1972:25; Service 1966:232.
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Indians who lived in the Spaniards’ houses or on their chacras and 
estancias and permanently performed personal services for them. 
The encomenderos had to give the yanaconas a plot o f land for 
them selves, o f sufficient area to enable them to grow crops for their 
own subsistence for three years.6

Hernandarias also noted that the Guaranies were threatened with 
marginalisation as land users, because the Spaniards did not adhere 
to the laws. He therefore again decreed that they must be brought 
together by the encomenderos within six months in villages at 
places where there was sufficient suitable cultivable land (including 
woods and waters for the pursuit of hunting and fishing). They 
were not to be deprived o f their land and nor were they to be 
hindered in the exercise o f arable farming, hunting and fishing. In 
other words, their rights, which had been explicitly recognised by 
the Spanish Crown, were to be respected. Anyone who did not 
cooperate in the execution of this decree would lose his rights as 
encomendero or be otherw ise punished. Hernandarias enjoyed the 
support o f the Church for his policy. He further decreed that the 
Spaniards and their descendants could no longer establish estancias 
for keeping livestock on lands which already belonged to Indian 
communities. M oreover, such estancias should be situated at least 
two leguas from the Indian land. M artínez de Irala had not needed 
to issue such a decree, because there were as yet no cattle in 
Paraguay in the mid-sixteenth century. After the introduction o f the 
first specimens in 1555, however, but especially after 1570, the 
cattle had quickly multiplied, so that they were causing serious 
problem s by the beginning o f the seventeenth century. This was 
incidentally mainly because the Spanish colonists did not always 
find it necessary to fence their grazing lands or to keep a proper 
watch on their animals. This sometimes resulted in the wandering 
cattle causing damage to the Indians’ fields. According to the 
Ordenanzas, if estancias were situated too close to the fields, they 
were to be moved and the damage to the Indians had to be com pen

6 Chaves 1976:68; González 1984:21; Pastore 1972:30,31; Rivarola Paoli
1993:75.
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sated.7 It was incidentally Governor Hernandarias who considered 
that the Indian villages should also start keeping cattle themselves. 
That would not only prevent the Indians stealing cattle from the 
Spaniards, but would also strengthen their economic base. Besides 
supplying the necessary hides and meat, the cattle would provide 
oxen for ploughing. He therefore considered it very important for 
the villages to have sufficient grazing land. In order to secure their 
economic base, he incidentally also considered it desirable that the 
villages should have craftsmen available, such as smiths and carpen
ters .8

Alfaro also emphasised the rights of the Indians in his Orde
nanzas. He believed that they should live in their own villages with 
sufficient farmland o f their own. The Indians who lived on the 
properties o f the Spaniards had to live in separate poblados  (neigh
bourhoods) within two years, with their own plots o f land, where 
they could practise farming themselves. Their masters had the right 
to send them away, but because the Indians formed an important 
source o f cheap labour, this obviously did not happen. Alfaro also 
decreed, however, that Indians who preferred not to live in villages, 
had the right to continue living on their old sites, but then had to 
acquire their own land. The Indians in the existing or planned 
reductions were to be given not only sufficient farmland, but also 
forest, fish water, hunting grounds and communal grazing land 
(with an area o f at least 3,105 ha). The jurisdiction o f the villages 
had to extend for at least one-and-a-half leguas around the core, a 
basic principle that was often departed from in practice. Like 
Hernandarias, Alfaro gave instructions about the minimum distance 
that was to be maintained between the holdings o f the Spanish 
colonists and those o f the Indians. The chacras o f both groups had 
to be at least half a legua apart in the case of the old reductions ( =  
Itá, Yaguarón, Altos and Tobati), and a legua apart for all the other 
reductions. The estancias o f the Spaniards for the grazing of large 
livestock had to be situated at least one-and-a-half leguas from the 
Indians’ arable and grazing land, but half a legua was sufficient for

7 González 1984:21-2; Pastore 1972:33-4,38; Rivarola Paoli 1993:75-6.
8 Susnik 1965: 164-5.
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land on which only small livestock were grazed. Both of these 
distances applied to the four old reductions. For ‘new ’ reductions, 
distances of at least three leguas and one legua, respectively, were 
prescribed. There were penalties for failure to conform with these 
obligations. M oreover, the livestock had to be guarded. If the 
Spaniards’ livestock nevertheless damaged the Indians’ land, the 
owners were to pay them compensation. The livestock that intruded 
into the indigenous villages could be killed on sight. Alfaro also 
decreed that the Indians should have a plot o f land for their own 
use and that they should cultivate the remaining land communally. 
They were not allowed to lay out chacras outside their reductions, 
even if the Spaniards made land available for the purpose.9

Each of the Ordenanzas illustrates not only that the authorities 
repeatedly tried to protect the interests of the Indians as well as 
possible, but also that these interests were evidently regularly 
ignored, as otherw ise most of the provisions would not have had to 
be repeatedly reformulated.

The lands belonging to the villages could not be alienated. The 
land that was to be used as farmland in the pueblos de indios was 
communally cleared, if necessary. Part of it was subsequently 
retained for communal cultivation, while another part was divided 
by the caciques among the individual households, who received 
individual use rights, but not individual ownership rights, and could 
grow crops on it for their own consumption. Each household had its 
own plot, including the village craftsmen, but the motivation of 
households to cultivate their own parcels was by no means always 
very great. The cura-doctrinero or his assistant therefore had to 
ensure that the land did not remain uncultivated. The families who 
failed to cultivate their land were punished. The lack of m otivation 
was related to the fact that the men often had to work for a certain 
length o f time outside the village and had little energy after their 
return to devote to farming. They were, m oreover, expected to 
work for four days a week on the communal land, leaving only two 
days for the work on their own plots. At harvest time, bringing in 
the crops from the communal land was often given priority. Many

9 Chaves 1976:95; González 1984:22-4; Pastare 1972:41-3.
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Indians therefore took it for granted that they should be supplied 
with a little food and clothing by the community. Nor was the 
Indians’ motivation to plant cotton on their own plots very great. 
They found it logical that they should be clothed by the community, 
because the women were expected to spin for the community. As 
we stated earlier, instead o f cultivating their own plots intensively, 
many Indians from the pueblos de indios found it more attractive to 
do some temporary paid work, especially in the late colonial 
period .10 The situation was different in the Jesuit missions.

The further development o f Spanish landownership

The Spaniards and their descendants (Creoles and assimilated m esti
zoes) gradually gained control o f an increasing proportion o f the 
land through gifts and arbitrary occupation, at least in Paraguay 
Oriental. Besides arable chacras, which were certainly wholly or 
partly cultivated at first with the help o f Indian labour, they also 
acquired - as we have seen - estancias. A number o f cattle ranches 
were also established for the Spanish Crown (estancias del rey) and 
land was also taken into use for them. The religious orders (Jesuits, 
Dominicans and M ercedarians) also acquired arable and grazing 
land, with only the Franciscans acquiring very little. This increas
ingly limited the Indians’ living space. They could eventually lay 
claim to land rights only within the pueblos de indios and the 
pueblos de misiones, at least where they had not moved to the 
periphery, which lay outside the Spaniards’ control. An important 
factor in this limitation was the concentration o f the population into 
a small and, for a time, even very small, part o f the province. A 
favourable factor, however, was that Paraguay hardly attracted 
Spanish immigrants and that the dominant population grew slowly, 
while the number o f Indians decreased. The competition for space 
within the small area actually occupied by the Spaniards conse
quently remained within certain limits. The absence o f a large 
m arket-oriented agricultural sector incidentally also contributed to

10 Durán Estragó 1992b: 137-8.
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this. But it was a fact that the dominant population acquired the best 
lands in many places and, in a number of cases, acquired more land 
than was strictly necessary for subsistence.

The further occupation o f the land by the Spanish population 
was naturally not an isolated phenomenon, but was closely related 
to the foundation of new settlements, the further growth o f the 
population and to the further dispersion accompanying that growth. 
In the early decades, the Spanish properties were wholly concentra
ted in the vicinity of Asunción. When a few advanced settlements 
were also founded on the eastern and northern periphery (Onti
veros/Ciudad Real, Villa Rica and Santiago de Jerez) and settle
ments were also established in the south (Santa Fe, Buenos Aires, 
Concepción del Bermejo and Corrientes), private Spanish property 
was also created there. When the territory inhabited by the Spani
ards became increasingly constricted in the seventeenth century, 
much land had to be abandoned again. The foundation of many new 
settlements in the eighteenth century and the accompanying disper
sion o f the population meant, on the other hand, that Spanish 
landownership expanded again. The official foundation o f settle
ments such as la Villeta, Curuguaty, Emboscada and Villa Real was 
accompanied by the official allocation of solares, chacras, estancias 
and campos comunales, if not immediately, then at least in due 
course. There was, in fact, an interaction: as soon as new settle
ments were established, land also had to be distributed and, if 
mercedes were granted (as under Governor Meló de Portugal), that 
stimulated the dispersion of the population, with the result that new 
centres often arose in due course. The greater security - after about 
1740 - also encouraged dispersed occupation, especially in la 
Cordillera. After settlement had become much less hazardous 
through the construction of the fort of San Agustín de Arecutacuá 
and the foundation of Emboscada, many mercedes reales were 
granted here .11 Governor Rafael de la M oneda tried to guide the 
occupation in an orderly fashion. He decreed in 1741 that anyone

11 These w ere not the first mercedes. Rivarola Paoli (1993:97) writes that a 
m erced reaI was granted in the pago  o f la Cordillera in 1597, namely, by 
Governor Ramírez de Velasco to Captain Francisco García de Acuña.
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who received a merced de tierra had to go and live on the land 
within two months and to populate it with livestock and people, as 
otherw ise the rights would lapse.12

The authorities used the granting o f land rights to encourage 
settlement in peripheral regions, for example, in order to accelerate 
occupation at Remolinos, at la Herradura and at other places 
situated costa abajo. As we have said, in a decree o f 22 May 1783, 
Governor Meló de Portugal distributed 70 leguas in order to popu
late the environs o f Villa Pilar del Ñeembucü. The foundation of 
estancias south o f the Rio Tebicuary, a development which began 
in earnest after the expulsion of the Jesuits (1768), was also accom
panied by the granting o f mercedes de tierra by the various gover
nors who administered Paraguay at that time, partly at the request 
o f those who wished to established a cattle ranch there and partly 
on the governors’ own initiative in order to encourage this to 
happen.13

The above incidentally did not mean that the occupation took 
place wholly in conformity with the law. At least as many new land 
users settled as squatters. The Indians who left the mission villages 
after the expulsion of the Jesuits incidentally did something sim ilar. 
They built up their livelihoods as small farm ers, partly legally, 
partly semi-clandestinely on other land, for example, on the territo 
ry o f the pueblos de indios north of the Rio Tebicuary, where they 
were usually tolerated as squatters. Rivarola Paoli noted that the 
m ajority o f estancias around 1740 were in the hands o f ocupantes 
precarios -  i.e. persons who possessed no official ownership 
titles.14

The situation did not change essentially later. The Real Instruc
ción which was issued in 1754 aimed both to legalise the then 
existing ‘illegal’ landownership and to simplify and accelerate the 
future acquisition of landownership, but there was little sign of this 
in practice. The procedures remained too complicated and time- 
consuming. W hat it therefore amounted to was that, after 1754,

12 Rivarola Paoli 1993: 176,179.
13 Rivarola Paoli 1993:186-92.
14 Rivarola Paoli 1993: 179.
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only the more well-to-do were able to acquire land through the 
procedures then in force. As far as cost was concerned, it made 
little difference whether the application was for a large or a small 
area o f land. The consequence was that the applications for the 
acquisition o f land (<denuncias) generally related to large areas of 
land. Once it had been acquired, the land that the owner did not 
wish to exploit him self was leased to poorer country dwellers. Less 
use was incidentally made of the Real Instrucción in Paraguay than 
in Uruguay and Argentina, and the procedure was by no means 
always carried out wholly in accordance with the ru les.15

Land rights were issued in a number o f cases with the express 
intention of increasing security through further occupation. For this 
reason, mercedes de tierra were granted downstream from A sun
ción from the middle of the eighteenth century. The mercedes were 
given a width o f one legua along the Paraguay river and extended 
inland for three to four leguas. Their effectiveness was partly 
determ ined, however, by the density of occupation. The lands were 
situated in the low-lying, periodically inundated part o f Eastern 
Paraguay and were therefore used mainly for extensive cattle 
ranching, for which little manpower was required. The number of 
people living on the ranches remained small and, because o f the 
large size o f the ranches, the cascos of the estancias were rather far 
apart. The habitations accordingly provided insufficient protection 
against the incursions o f Chaco Indians, certainly before the foun
ding o f Pilar, Humaitá and Curupayty. The granting o f land for the 
creation o f chacras, on the other hand, was far more effective, 
because it resulted in a higher population density. Greater security 
was one o f the reasons for splitting up the estancia del rey near 
Villa Real into parcels in 1802 to be used for arable farm ing.16

The cattle continued to cause problems for the arable farm ers. After 
the mid-eighteenth century, cattle ranching -  practised principally 
for the production of hides - became an increasingly lucrative

15 Kleinpenning 1995:45-50; Rivarola Paoli 1993:36,182-4,204-5.
16 Susnik 1990-91:104; Viola 1998:34-5,40-1.
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activity .17 The number o f animals increased to such an extent that 
large herds populated the countryside. Estancias with hundreds or 
even several thousand head o f cattle had become a quite normal 
phenomenon and they took up large areas o f land. The poor fencing 
o f the grazing lands or the failure to fence them at all, the inade
quate guarding of the cattle and the wild state o f some o f them, 
resulted in the animals often straying outside the boundaries o f the 
estancias. In other words, the cattle were a plague to other land 
users, not only in the sixteenth century, but also long afterwards, 
although to a varying degree.

A concrete example: the development o f landownership near 
Villa Real

The relationship between the foundation of new settlements and 
land grants and certain other matters discussed above can be further 
illustrated by reference to Villa Real (de Nuestra Señora de la 
Concepción), that was founded in 1773.18

The first inhabitants of Villa Real were largely Creoles from  
Pirayú, la Cordillera and Asunción. They had no land o f their own 
there, but rented land or had squatted on sites belonging to other 
people. They were therefore referred to as desarraigados or vagos. 
In Villa Real they became land occupants. The first land distribu
tion in Villa Real was no more than a simple allocation. Squatting 
also occurred. The majority o f colonists therefore used the land 
without immediately becoming its legal owner. A few colonists 
petitioned for a merced real, however, and consequently acquired 
an ownership title before the start o f the first official land distribu
tion in 1792.

In the early 1790s, the lands were poorly and not always perm a
nently used. Land conflicts also began to occur and new colonists 
arrived, who wanted to acquire land. Colonisation could therefore

17 Ugarte Centurión, 1983:55.
18 For the following section, see: Areces 1996:243-55; Areces 1997:57-9,63-7; 

Ferrer de Aréllaga 1985:31-55,81-3,109,165 (cited by Rivarola Paoli 1993: 
215-20).
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be intensified and it had become essential that it should. Governor 
Joaquin Aids y Brú (1787-96) therefore decreed in 1792 that an 
official and, therefore, wholly legal distribution o f land would take 
place for the creation of solares, chacras and estancias. In other 
w ords, he wished not only to encourage further colonisation, but 
also to see greater order in landownership relations (partly through 
retrospective legalisation). Both the original pobladores and future 
settlers would be able to obtain land, provided that they lived or 
were going to live within the jurisdiction o f Villa Real. The pobla
dores were given priority over those who had not yet settled in the 
place or had only recently done so. The lands which were selected 
for distribution extended from El Saladillo to the Paraje Naranjaty 
and from the Lomadas del Finado (=  of the late) Sargento M ayor 
to the Paso Itá.

According to Ferrer de Aréllaga, the area of the arable lotes 
was fixed at six square cuadras (26.96 ha) and the area o f estancias 
at a square league (1875.75 ha) or more, depending on how many 
cattle the applicant owned and the size of his family. These areas 
were not adhered to in practice, however; the allocated parcels were 
often larger, for example, if a family was rather large. The benefi
ciaries did not have to pay anything for the land, because they were 
settling on the fron tier.19 Governor Aids y Brú did decree, how 
ever, that the people who received grazing land had to occupy it 
within six months by stocking the land with cattle, on penalty of 
losing their rights, except in the event o f fo rce  majeure. The land 
that was granted for arable farming also had to be taken into actual 
use. The land had to be used effectively for at least four years 
before it could be transferred. The government exempted the 
colonists from payment of the customary taxes on landed property 
(gravámenes), but they were all obliged to defend the area. The 
land remained encumbered with a mortgage until the impuesto de 
media anata had been paid as estimated by the tax authority. In 
1792, ejidos, dehesas and propios were also set aside for the benefit

19 Titles were not issued in return for payment until 1801, or as a means of 
paying off the governm ent’s debts.
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of the community (and any tenants); the yerbales and salinares 
were reserved for general use.

Thanks to the colonial government, the colonisation o f the 
region around Villa Real received altogether three major impulses, 
each o f which led to a further privatisation o f the land. The first 
impulse was the legal distribution of land ju st described. Many 
colonists then felt attracted to settle in or near Villa Real, because 
o f the prospect o f becoming landowners. The second impulse came 
in 1802, when Governor Lázaro de Ribera ordained in a decree o f 
25 September that the lands belonging to the estancia del rey had to 
be distributed among the vecinos o f Villa Real through a merced  
real, in proportion to the vecinos’ merits and production capacity. 
This, too, brought some colonists to the region. The third impulse 
came in 1806, when the government took a fresh initiative to 
encourage colonisation: it promised to grant arable land to pobla
dores who undertook to settle in Villa Real.

It must be noted here that these stimuli did not mean that the 
colonisation front simply continued to advance. Occupation occur
red in fits and starts; the front, in fact, advanced and retreated. A 
serious setback occurred in 1796, for example, as a result o f the 
bloodbath that the colonists committed among the indigenous 
population and the reprisal which followed from the native side. 
Much grazing land was abandoned on the orders of the government; 
the stock farmers withdrew towards the right bank of the Rio 
Aquidabán. It took many years before the situation was normalised 
again. As a result, some of the mercedes were not used until later, 
sometimes by the same, sometimes by other beneficiaries. Those 
who then promised to reoccupy (or to take up occupation of) their 
lands within a certain time after the reduction o f the danger retained 
their rights; if not, they lost them.

The land was taken into use mainly for cattle ranching. Re
search by Ferrer de Aréllaga showed that 56 mercedes reales de 
tierra were issued for cattle ranching between 1789 and 1806, 
which -  it may be assumed - resulted in the creation o f an equal 
number o f estancias (see Table 17.1). Some were purchased, while 
nearly all the others were gifts. The density o f cattle farming 
colonisation was greater in reality than appears from the figures, 
because by no means all cattle farmers concerned themselves with
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property rights and therefore did not bother to submit a request for 
them. There were also applications in the period concerned which 
were still being processed. The grazing land was stocked in the first 
instance mainly with ganado cimarrón that the colonists found 
between the Río M anduvirá and the Río Apa.

Table 17.1. Mercedes reales granted for cattle ranching in the 
region of Villa Real in the period 1773-1806, broken down by size.

Category Number of 
g ran ts  
Abs. %

T o ta l  area* 

Abs. (ha) %

Remarks

1. Haciendas w ith  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 
a I a t i f u n d i  urn 
(25,000 ha and above) 5 8 .9 161,721.00 36.4 Area o f  4

2. Large haciendas 
(10 ,000 -24 ,999  ha) 9 16.1 129,367.10 29.1

3. Regular  haciendas 
( 5 ,0 0 0 -9 ,9 9 9  ha) 14 25.0 94,189,13 21.2 Area o f  12

4. Small haciendas 
(1 ,0 0 0 -4 ,9 9 9  ha) 23 41.1 56,613,19 12.7 Area o f  22

5. Haciendas 
below 1,000 ha 5 8 .9 2,997,45 0 .7

T o ta l 56 100.0 444 ,887 ,87** 100.0

Source: F e r re r  de A ré l la g a  1985:33-9.
*  as f a r  as is  known * *  Area o f  52 m ercedes /es tanc ias .

According to Ferrer de Arréllaga, the land grants could be broken 
down by size as indicated in Table 17.1. The big latifundists were, 
in general, captains who had played an important part in the foun
dation o f Villa Real and/or served as local commandants; or weal
thy colonists like Don Juan José Gamarra and his sons, Don C asi
miro Rojas, Don Gaspar Arévalo. Don José Cueto and Captain Juan 
Francisco Echagtie, who owned a lot of cattle. The large and 
regular haciendas were generally run by oficiales or pobladores 
who had distinguished themselves in fighting for Villa Real. The
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small haciendas were owned by simple colonists who possessed few 
resources and owned a few cattle or as yet none at all, but did have 
available sufficient manpower to enable them to set up a stock 
farm. The small areas o f land which had been allocated according 
to the table were intended mainly to enlarge existing holdings.

Table 17.2. The geographical distribution of the estancias in the 
region o f Villa Real established under a merced real during the 
period 1773-1806.

L o c a t i  on Number of 
e s tanc ias

Area
Abs. (ha) %

Banks o f  the  Rio
Aquidabán 26 226,432.14* 50.9
Agaguigó 2 64,915 .87 14.6
Ocheadi gó 2 47,857.86 10.8
D i s t r i c t  o f  the  V i l l a 4 31,264.81 7.0
S a l a d i I l o  o r  A rroyo
T aga t iyá 6 20,410.81 4 .6
I t aquí 2 13,112.75 2 .9
Other p laces 10 40,893.63 9.1
D e t a i l s  unknown 4 . . . . . .

T o ta l 56 444 ,887 .87** 100.0

Source: F e r re r  de A ré l la g a  1985:33-39,87 ( p a r t l y  c o r r e c te d ) .
*  A cco rd ing  to  F e r re r  de A ré l la g a ,  the e s ta nc ias  on the r i g h t  bank had 
an area o f  128,097.5 ha and those on the l e f t  bank an area o f  95 ,526 .6  
ha, g i v in g  a t o t a l  o f  223,624.1 ha in s te a d  o f  226,432.14 ha. Her 
c a l c u la t i o n s  a re  not w h o l ly  c o r r e c t ,  but cannot be c o r re c te d  w i th o u t  
d i f f i c u l t y .  I t  i s  p a r t l y  f o r  t h i s  reason th a t  I have combined the 
f i g u r e s  f o r  both banks here .  F e r r e r ' s  f i g u re s  do g iv e ,  however, an 
i n d i c a t i o n  o f  the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  between the two banks.
* *  T o ta l  area o f  52 e s ta n c ia s .

The cattle ranching colonisation was concentrated on both sides o f 
the Río Aquidabán, where no fewer than 26 ranches were esta
blished (Table 17.2). Ten other ranches were situated in Saladillo 
or A rroyo Tagatiyá and in the district o f the Villa proper. In the 
campos o f Agaguigó (lying between the Aquidabán and the Ypané 
and famous for its very good grazing land) and o f Ocheadigó, an 
immense area was granted to two or three latifundists. These were 
the commissioner of the cavalry, Don Juan José Gamarra and his
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three sons, Sergeant-M ajor Don José Domingo Yegros and Don 
Antonio Agüero, each o f them persons who had served the ‘father
land’ without any remuneration. The other holdings (both regular 
and small) were dispersed over the parajes of Itaqui, Netaqueja, 
Río Apa, Bocapitigó, Yapepó, la Laguna, Horqueta, Arroyo Caré, 
Daquilo, Arroyo Seco, Naranjaty and M bocayaty, between the 
Aquidabán and the Ypané. In 1793, over 50,000 head o f cattle 
grazed between Villa Real and the Río Apa.

The occupation made possible by the allocations did not proceed 
without land conflicts. This was because the mercedes had not 
always been very precisely demarcated. M oreover, various large 
estancieros tried to occupy land illegally which was situated near 
their merced  or immediately bordered it, with the aim of extending 
their property still further. All this caused mutual tensions. One 
result was that the cattle in general grazed on larger areas of g ra
zing land than had been officially intended. There were also nume
rous conflicts with the nomadic Mbayáes, who saw their territory 
being hemmed in. This led some hacendados, especially in the 
region of the Río Ypané, to cease their activities and dispose of 
their land. However, small estancieros came forward as new 
candidates for these abandoned lotes, especially those in the very 
favourable zone between the Ypané and the Aquidabán; they wanted 
land on which to extend their ranches or on which to establish one. 
Illegal occupation also occurred, including the occupation o f lands 
which had been vacated only tem porarily by the beneficiaries. Thus 
there were changes in landownership from the beginning.

The estancias dominated the general picture, but sm aller arable 
farms were also created. The division of the estancia del rey was 
expressly intended to increase the number of chacreros. At other 
times, too, chacras were granted as well as cattle ranches. Research 
by Ferrer de Arréllaga has shown that a total o f 80 lotes agrícolas 
were granted in the period 1792-1806, predominantly o f  a size o f 
less than 200 ha, but nevertheless considerably larger than the 
stated 26.96 ha (Table 17.3). Not only family size, but also the 
services perform ed by the beneficiaries in the occupation o f the 
region and their financial means constituted reasons for departing 
from the norm. People who were known to be poor usually recei
ved no more than they themselves could cultivate. A striking
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exception -  in terms o f size - was the grant o f  nearly 1,575 ha of 
land to a household with six sons, where the authorities were 
probably taking into account a later division into smaller holdings.

Table 17.3. Chacras granted in the region of Villa Real in the 
period 1792-1806, broken down by size.

S ize  c la s s Number of 
chacras 
Abs. %

T o ta l  Area 

Abs .(ha) %

Remarks

E x c e p t io n a l l y  la rge 1 1.2 1,574.79 15.8
200-500 ha 10 12.5 2,756.92 27.7
100-199 ha 33 41.3 4,015 .86 40.4 Area o f 29 chacras
2-100 ha 35 43.8 1,602.68 16.1 Area o f 27 chacras
E x c e p t io n a l l y  sm a l l * 1 1.2 1.68 0.0

T o ta l 80 100.0 9 ,9 51 ,9 3 ** 100.0

Source: F e r re r  de A ré l la g a  1985:43-9 (Worked). The area d i f f e r s  somewhat 
from th a t  s ta te d  in  Table  17.4.
*  F e r re r  suspects  th a t  the area here i s  not c o r r e c t  in  v iew o f  the 
e xcess ive  p r i c e  o f  the p a rc e l .
* *  Of 68 chacras.

The land was intended for the establishment o f self-sufficient family 
holdings. Table 17.4 shows the location o f the chacras granted by 
the authorities. The principal areas o f concentration were Horqueta 
and Yuy (52 per cent o f the chacras), where the occupation in due 
course determined the appearance o f two rural settlements (Chapter 
9). The authorities ensured that the land was also actually used.

Table 17.3 relates exclusively to the officially granted chacras, 
but many small arable holdings were established in other ways or in 
an informal manner. Chacras were created, for example, on the 
ranches o f the estancieros, because the latter rewarded persons who 
had made themselves useful to them in some way or whom they 
wished to bind to the estancia, with a plot o f land. They also 
simply rented out plots o f land to persons who wished to practise 
arable farming. The estancieros also had to deal with illegal occu
pants, whom they sometimes tolerated (hence described as tolérales)
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Table 17.4. Chacras granted in the region o f Villa Real in the 
period 1792-1806, broken down by location.

Lo ca t ion Number o f  chac 
S ize S ize To- 
known un- t a l  

known

ras

%

T o ta l  Area* 

Ha %

P ara je  de Yuy 14 2 16 20.0 2,963.15 29.8
Horqueta + A rroyo  Caré 18 2 20 25.0 2,207 .73 22.2
Rincón de Luna 9 - 9 11.3 1,041.90 10.5
D i s t r i t o  de la  V i l l a 7 1 8 10.0 968.48 9 .7
P a ra je  de S a l a d i l l o 3 - 3 3 .8 616.10 6 .2
P a ra je  de Belén o G u a r í r a t í 4 2 6 7.5 528.00 5 .3
P a ra je  de Ypucú 2 1 3 3 .8 438.00 4 .4
La Laguna 4 - 4 5.0 579.67 5 .8
Agagui gó 2 - 2 2.5 220.48 2 .2
P a ra je  de Peguajó 2 1 3 3 .8 108.74 1.1
P a ra je  de Ycuaporá 1 1 2 2.5 108.00 1.1
E x -e s ta n c ia  de l Rey 1 - 1 1.2 90.73 0 .9
P a ra je  de N a ran ja ty 1 - 1 1.2 81.00 0 .8
Unknown

"
2 2 2.5 ? ?

T o ta l 68 12 80 100.0 9 ,951 .98 100.0

Source: F e r re r  de A ré l la g a  1985:43-8 ,50 (w i th  m inor c o r r e c t i o n s ) .  
*as  f a r  as i s  known.

if they supplied some labour in return. An advantage o f this small- 
scale arable farming was that the estancia population was supplied 
with provisions. They themselves also laid out a few fields, if 
necessary. The authorities approved of the settlement of chacreros, 
because it increased the density of occupation and thereby enhanced 
the security o f the region, although they incidentally did not give 
much practical support to arable colonists. The area was not very 
attractive to small arable farm ers. It had been unsafe for arable 
farm ing for too long; many poor Spaniards, in fact, preferred yerba 
collection.

Areces has stressed that the colonisation o f the North eventually 
led to an unequal distribution o f land and consequently also to 
social inequalities. On the one hand, there were the capitanes, who 
had played a leading role in the occupation, owned large estancias 
and often also concerned themselves with yerba collection. On the
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other hand, there were the simple campesinos, who were also 
militiamen and depended on subsistence farming and supplementary 
activities. The indigenous population was further marginalised and 
land conflicts between the different groups o f Spaniards and 
between Spaniards and Indians were a ‘norm al’ phenomenon. They 
continued right up to 1870.

Besides land for livestock and arable farming, grants were also 
made o f solares (building plots), although not in large numbers. 
F errer de Aréllaga gives a list o f only 16 official grants. The 
majority o f colonists preferred to live on their land and often took 
no steps to become official owners o f solares in Villa Real, which 
consequently served not so much as a permanent residence for the 
colonists as an administrative centre.

The landownership o f the pueblos de misiones

The Jesuits, who acted as managers o f the land that was granted to 
their mission villages, but also became landowners themselves, 
merit a separate treatment. We shall first consider landownership in 
the pueblos de m isiones.20

The period  until 1767

All the mission villages had or were given sufficient land, thanks to 
grants made by the governor on behalf of the C row n.21 The land 
was generally o f good to very good quality. The land belonging to 
the various settlements did not become the individual property o f 
the Indians, but was the communal property o f the villages (which 
had generally been peopled when they were founded by several 
groups, each with its own cacique). The Jesuit Order acted as the 
representative and protector o f the Indians’ collective rights and 
managed the land on their behalf. The Indians worked the land

20 For a detailed sketch o f property in the mission villages, see the study by 
Bruxel (1959), which also deals with landownership.

21 Otruba 1956:126.
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communally and individually. There was, in fact, no real break 
with the past: then, too, the Guaranies had known only collective 
property rights and it was the cacique who had distributed the land 
for individual use and dealt with land matters.

A good proportion o f the village land was used for the habita
tions o f the Indians and for individual subsistence farming by the 
households. This land was designated tierra de indios - aba mbae 
(abá, avá = Indian, person; mba-é =  property). The use did not 
imply that the Indian households had ownership rights. The commu
nity remained the owner of the land, as it did o f the dwelling. They 
even had no permanent use rights22, since other plots and, if 
necessary, another dwelling could be allocated to them as the 
Jesuits thought fit, although that obviously happened as little as 
possible in practice. Once the villages had found their permanent 
sites, the majority o f Indians enjoyed a relatively com prehensive 
use right for life. They did not have to pay any rent, so that they 
often regarded the plot as their own land, albeit that they could not 
sell it. They incidentally did not consider ownership rights to be 
important; the most important thing was that they had the right to 
produce something somewhere.

It was customary at the foundation o f a reduction for each caci
que to be allocated a certain area o f land in proportion to the 
number o f families, which he then distributed among his ‘subjects’. 
At a later date, when the functional role of the caciques changed, 
this distribution became a matter for the cabildo. The separate parts 
o f the village territory (cacicazgos) divided from each other by 
boundary stones were of such generous dimensions that each 
‘vassal’ could ask his cacique for as much land for cultivation as he 
wished, but because o f the lack of motivation and the limited 
amount o f available family labour, the extent o f the majority of 
chacras amounted to no more than some 18 paces. Simón refers to 
clearings o f about two hectares. The majority of parcels did not 
differ greatly from each other in size, so that no great social diffe
rences arose in the villages as a result of landownership. W ith a

22 They w ere only the real owners o f such things as fishing gear, arrows, 
clothing and household goods.
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few exceptions, no improvements were carried out, so that no 
differentiation arose through this cause either. As yields diminished, 
the land was allowed to lie fallow for a number of years and 
another piece o f land was taken into use. The family plots could not 
be inherited, but the sons did receive their own plot of land when 
they married. When the father died, his land reverted to the village 
community, which took upon itself the maintenance o f the widow. 
The distance from the village varied; if the land was too far away, 
the farm er sometimes lived for several days during the farm ing 
season in a simple rancho on the land and returned to the village 
only on Saturdays and Sundays. Susnik comments that the attraction 
o f this was that they could escape for some time from the discipline 
o f the village.23

A high proportion of the land was tierra de D ios (tupá-m ba-é; 
Tupá = God; mba-é — property) and was communally used, either 
as arable land or as cattle pasture. Gutiérrez assumes that, although 
the collective arable land was extensive, it nevertheless covered a 
sm aller area than the individually tilled land, since the villages were 
quite large (certainly in the eighteenth century) and each household 
had its own plot of land.24 The communal arable land was general
ly situated in the neighbourhood o f the settlement and was certainly 
not o f the poorest quality. The greater part o f the communal land 
consisted o f more remote pastures, montes and dehesas; the com 
munal arable land was less extensive. The Jesuits organised the 
cultivation of the fields, which meant that the Indians (with the 
exception of those who were exempt) worked on them for two days 
a week, generally on Mondays and Saturdays (see also Chapter 15). 
The fathers ensured that production on the tierra de D ios was not 
neglected and that the communally tilled land produced a sufficient 
yield, in the knowledge that the Indians were little inclined to plan 
ahead, were completely uninterested in the accumulation o f wealth 
and, consequently, had the tendency not always to invest so much 
energy in their ‘ow n’ plot of land.

23 Caraman 1976:117; Carbonell de Masy 1986b:65; Fassbinder 1926:87-8; Fer
nández Ramos 1929:78; Hernández 1913:207-8; Otruba 1956:125; Popescu 
1952:57-60; Simón 1987:106; Susnik 1984b: 10; Wirtz 1979:73.

24 Gutiérrez 1974:106.
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The subdivision o f the land into aba-mbaé and tupa-mbaé was, 
in fact, no more than an extension and a systematisation o f a 
distinction that was already made in the original Indian community. 
These communities also had, besides the individually cultivated 
(family) land, land that was cultivated for the caciques and w arri
ors, so that the latter could be exempted from agricultural w ork and 
could protect the tribe. In his Ordenanzas, Ramírez de Velasco set 
down rules for cultivating the communal and individual lands and 
the Jesuits took advantage o f these.25

It should be stated for completeness’ sake that most authors limit 
themselves to the twofold division just described, but a few authors 
make a threefold division and distinguish a third category known as 
taba-mbaé or tava-mbaé: the land that belonged to the com m uni
ty .26 It was used to meet the needs o f the community (such as the 
care of widows, orphans and invalids), while the tierra de D ios in 
the narrower sense was used to cover religious costs.

After the expulsion

After the expulsion of the Jesuits, the system o f communal ow ner
ship and the associated twofold or threefold division o f the land was 
m aintained, but there were also important changes. The principal 
change was that the mission villages no longer retained their highly 
closed character and suffered economic decline through poor 
management. With the permission of the authorities, the adm inistra
dores began to rent out part of the village territory somewhat 
arbitrarily to favoured Spaniards who were interested in obtaining 
grazing land. They also allowed such land to be occupied by 
squatters, who believed that they were allowed to do this, since it 
was Crown land. Quite often, it was the best grazing lands that 
were so occupied. The consequences of this were set out earlier. A 
positive development was that the viceroy, the M arquis o f Avilés, 
decreed in 1801 that the waste and Crown lands around the v illa

25 Chaves 1976:70; Hernández 1913:209-11; Pastore 1972:47-8; Piá 1963:141;
Popescu 1952:60-5; Wirtz 1979:72.

26 See González 1984:32-3, and Wirtz 1979:70.
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ges, which had formally become the property o f the Spanish Crown 
after the expulsion, should become village property. It led to the 
creation o f jurisdictions which survived long afterwards. He also 
decreed that the Indians had priority over the Spaniards in the 
occupation and acquisition o f those lands. The viceroy’s decision 
was approved by Cédula Real of 1803.27

Another change after the expulsion was that the communal 
farming system came increasingly under pressure through various 
developments. It began to operate less efficiently. This caused the 
viceroy Avilés to lay the communal system open to discussion and 
he even wanted to abolish it. After mature consideration and against 
the wishes o f the Spanish administrators, he ended the communal 
regime in 1800 by way of experiment for a selected group o f 323 
Guarani families. One hundred of these households belonged to the 
Paraguayan departments of Santiago and Candelaria. The majority 
o f the beneficiaries were empleados públicos (government officials), 
cabildantes, arable farm ers, traders, craftsmen and their families 
and the relatives o f caciques who spoke or understood Spanish. 
Proportionately m ore Indian households were selected in the v illa
ges which had been more infiltrated by Creole tenants and had less 
land available than in the other villages. The liberados received a 
chacra o f their own, two milch cows, draught oxen and the neces
sary farm implements. They were also given the right to use carts if 
they found it necessary, and their subsistence would be provided for 
until the end o f 1801. This decree was also approved by the Spa
nish king on 17 May 1803. The Indians preferred land that was 
situated at some distance from the village, so that they could be 
farther from the immediate reach o f the village adm inistrators. 
There was great enthusiasm in Santa Ana for the distribution. The 
liberados enclosed their chacras and began to farm with great 
dedication. The same happened in Santa Rosa. The lotes were 
registered in the village book; they could not be alienated or used 
as a guarantee, and could be transferred only in a legal manner. 
These provisions were intended to prevent the land being bought up 
by Spaniards and were further intended to encourage marriages be

27 Pastore 1972:52.
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tween Creoles and Indian women (and further miscegenation). The 
exempted Guaranies were indeed absorbed into the mestizo class in 
the course o f time.

The downside o f this partial liberalisation was that it created 
inequality and, hence, discontent. The measure caused the other 
Indians to ask why they were not eligible to receive a plot o f their 
own. The measure also increased the pressure on the other Indians, 
who -  although fewer in number - were nevertheless expected to 
maintain the system o f communal production. Avilés’ measure 
therefore aroused various reactions, not least in Spanish circles, and 
it was subsequently not adopted for the benefit o f the other G ua
ranies. It was ultimately not until 1848 that the communal ow ner
ship and production system was wholly abolished for all Indians.28

The landownership of the Jesuit Order

Besides the land that belonged to the mission villages and which 
was managed by the Jesuits, there were lands owned by the Order 
which were used to supply the Jesuit province with the income 
needed to enable it to function. A great part of the income earned 
was used to keep the Colegio in Asunción (where the novices were 
trained) running. The area o f the Jesuits’ estates was gradually 
expanded through official gifts and purchases, with land sometimes 
also being exchanged. There was a particularly marked increase 
under Governor Gregorio de Hinestrosa (1641-47), a friend o f the 
Jesuits. He made a number o f important gifts to the Order in 1642. 
It was remarked in an agreement o f 7 August 1724 from the cabil
do  o f Asunción -  i.e. from the period o f the Revolución de los 
Comuneros - that the Order owned many latifundios (including 
much good land in the Tacumbú valley) and the fathers were 
accused o f making excessive efforts to enlarge their properties, 
even at the expense o f the civil population. Spanish vecinos (proba
bly squatters) sometimes had to retire from the field. According to

28 M aeder 1981:134-5; Pastore 1972:71-2; Susnik 1981:26-7; Susnik 1984a:213-
4.
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the document, the fathers owned lands with a circumference o f over 
50 leguas, containing the best pastures, waters, higher grounds and 
watering places. They believed that they could exercise new rights 
every day under H inestrosa’s merced and they fixed the boundaries 
themselves, without the intervention of the authorities. In so doing, 
they had extended their property from the Arroyo Ybenbiré to the 
Arroyo Pirayd. In summarising the Jesuits’ properties, the cabildo 
o f Asunción listed the places of Tacumbü, San Lorenzo del Campo 
Grande, la Frontera (Ñemby), Pirayd and Paraguari, among others. 
Although the document was undoubtedly far from impartial, it is 
certain that there were indeed large properties (with or without 
clearly defined boundaries) and that these certainly did not contain 
the w orst land in the province. It was also true that the Jesuits were 
very alert to opportunities to enlarge their properties and often took 
little notice o f the opinion o f the Spaniards in doing so.

In 1767, the Order had estancias in Paraguari, Tacuruty, Yby- 
typé, Yeguariza, Caañabé, Pendopoitá, Yariguaá-M iní, Román 
Potrero, Guazú-cuá, Yariguaá-guazú, Román Potrero Viejo, Novil
lo, Vacay and De la Cruz, as well as 35 leguas o f land in la C ordil
lera, plus arable land in Tacumbú and chacras in San Lorenzo, 
Barsequillo and Capiipery.29

Some o f the properties were situated in Asunción. According to 
an anonymous description of 1761 (i.e. shortly before the expul
sion), the Order had a Colegio in the capital: a building with two 
large patios and a church, plus a ranchería for service personnel. 
The fathers owned various other properties elsewhere in the city 
(including houses).30

M ore important were the properties outside the city. By far the 
most important sources o f income were the estancia o f Paraguari 
and the chacra of San Lorenzo de Campo Grande. They are discus
sed below, together with certain smaller properties about which 
rather m ore is known.

29 Durán Estragó 1997:20,25; Liebig’s 1965:39; Martínez Cuevas 1987:101; 
Pastore 1972:50.

30 M aeder 1996a: 189-90.
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1. The largest and most important estate was the estancia de Para- 
guari (or Yariguaá), about 70 km southeast o f the city. The estancia  
consisted of excellent grazing lands lying at a somewhat higher eleva
tion and sloping down to the Arroyo Caañabé and the valley of Aca- 
hay. Its situation protected it against possible attacks by b andeiran tes  
and Chaco Indians. The site of the estancia  and its environs was 
known by the name of Yangua'a or Paraje de Mbatovi. Documents 
from the beginning of the eighteenth century, however, already refer
red to Paraguari, but the old nomenclature did not wholly disappear. 
The estate was strategically situated on the cam ino  rea l linking the 
capital with the Dominicans’ Tavapy cattle ranch and - via the Ybitimi 
valley - with Villa Rica. This meant that the estancia  was also situated 
on the road leading from Asunción to the Franciscan Caazapá and 
Yuty missions and on that to the southern mission villages of Santa 
Maria and San Ignacio Guazú. The origins of the estate dated back to 
the early decades of the seventeenth century when a p u esto  d e  estancia  
in Acahay was granted to the Jesuits in 1615 by Deputy Governor 
Francisco González de Santa Cruz. The site was one legua  wide and 
two leguas  deep. The estancia  was subsequently extended in 1642 
when the C olegio  purchased a terrain of 3 x 3 leguas  in Yariguaá 
Guazú from Gabriel de Vera. The property was further extended in the 
same year thanks to a m erced  rea l (with a circumference of 1 legua), 
granted by Governor Gregorio de Hinestrosa. In 1652, the Order 
purchased the estancia  de Pirayú - situated at the ‘entry’ to Paraguari - 
which probably had an area of one square legua . In the same year, the 
Colegio also received the estancia  de Yariguaá, measuring 2 x 3  
leguas , as a gift from Martin Suárez de Toledo. It should be mentio
ned, to complete the picture, that the C oleg io  relinquished a square 
legua  of land to the village of Yaguarón in 1658, that a piece of the 
estanc ia  de Pirayú and a piece of land in Caañabé were sold and that 
disputes arose about the boundaries with the estancia  of Yaguarón and 
with that of the Dominicans in Tavapy. Taken altogether, the gifts and 
purchases meant that the C oleg io  came into the possession up to 1652 
of a series of closely adjacent grazing lands with a total area of 26 
square leguas or 46,400 ha, which was certainly a very considerable 
area in those days. Sources from the period of the R evo luc ión  d e  los  
C om uneros  refer to 30 square leguas, which appears to be a more 
global estimate. It was also noted then that the estate contained the best 
(grazing) lands in Paraguay, another reason being that they were the 
only ones in the centre of the province which were not in any way 
threatened by enemies.

The territory of the Acahayenses and Caraibás had become practi
cally uninhabited in around 1640 through earlier developments, while
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the indigenous population elsewhere in the province of Paraguay was 
in steep decline at that time and the Spanish population was concentra
ted mainly in and around Asunción. As a result, the Paraguarí estancia

Paraguarí

Tavapy

J L .  ^ iA ito s «  v i  éTobatí 
\® A suncion( Y% tvrá \ 

W T a c u m b ú \ \  i  
W San LorenzoO*.
\ \ \ t  Yparie■  • 'tv  „/

Guarambaré Y apnftnV  f

■ "T em poralidad" 
i  "Pueb lo  de indios"
Ô F o rm er Jesu it m ission

San Ignacio Guazú

Fig. 17.1. The Paraguarí estancia and other lands o f  the Jesuits in 
1768 (After M aeder 1996a: 221).
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was for a long time an outpost in an almost empty Paraguayan terri
tory, and remained so until into the eighteenth century, when - after 
about 1750 - it became an obstacle as the Spanish colonisation front 
resumed its advance.31

2. The chacra of San Lorenzo de Campo Grande was situated 12 
km from Asunción. Its beginnings lay in a few land purchases by the 
C oleg io  in Tapyipery in 1677 and 1679.32 The chacra  was bordered 
on the north by the Arroyo de Tayipery, which is now known as the 
Arroyo de San Lorenzo, and by the cam ino  rea l running from the 
capital to Capiatá and las Misiones; in the south, the property bordered 
on the lands of San Lorenzo el Viejo, and on private estates in the east 
and west. The chacra  formed an ‘obligatory stop’ for people following 
the cam ino  rea l to Villa Rica and the Franciscan villages of Caazapá 
and Yuty. Travellers also passed the chacra  if they were en rou te  to 
Itá, Yaguarón, the Paraguarí estancia , the Dominican Tavapy estancia  
and the Jesuit villages in the south. Thus it may be said that the chacra  
was more strategically situated than the fathers’ other properties near 
Asunción. The second extension was the result o f a land exchange 
which was formalised in 1698 between Father Mateo Sánchez, the 
manager of the C olegio  in Asunción, and Captain Francisco Ferreira, a 
resident of Tacumbú.33 A further enlargement took place in 1737, 
when Dean Juan González Melgarejo, a friend of the Jesuits, gave the 
C oleg io  his chacra  or gran ja  in Campo Grande. In 1744, the same 
González Melgarejo (who had become Bishop of Chile in 1743) further 
donated the adjoining land.

The ch acra /g ran ja  of San Lorenzo eventually consisted of woods, 
watercourses, grazing lands with a large herd of cattle and arable land 
on which such crops as wheat, sugar-cane and vegetables were grown. 
The chacra  was provided with the customary outbuildings with ‘tiled’ 
roofs and containing the necessary implements, as well as a spacious 
house for the fathers and, of course, a chapel for the pastoral care of 
the population on and around the estate. On the property worked slaves

31 For the Paraguarí estancia, see especially M aeder 1996a:192-8,218 and, 
further, the monograph by Durán Estragó (1996) and Pastore 1972:49-50. For 
the stock breeding on this ranch, see Chapter 23 and, for the slave population 
on the estate, Chapter 16.

32 According to Gutiérrez (1983:375), some authors believe that the properties in 
San Lorenzo (Capilla Cue) originated from a gift made by Fray Hernando de 
Trejo y Sanabria in 1613, but there is no concrete proof o f this.

33 In the same year, Martín de Yegros donated his properties in Ysaty (jurisdic
tion o f Campo Grande) to the Jesuit college in Asuncion when he entered the 
O rder (Durán Estragó 1997:23; Speratti 1991:17).
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whom the Jesuits had acquired partly through gifts and partly through 
purchase. When the Jesuits left the chacra in 1768, they had 90 slaves 
there, but the number varied, since they sometimes sent their slaves 
from one property to the other. The Jesuits owned Tapyipery for 
nearly a century, during which time the historical foundation was laid 
for the present (relocated) town of San Lorenzo.34

3. South of Asunción the Jesuits also owned the chacra de Ta- 
cum bú in around 1767. This property originally comprised a vineyard 
and arable land which had been donated by Father Roque Gonzalez de 
Santa Cruz on 24 November 1609. A few gifts and small purchases 
which took place in 1628, 1641, 1649, 1686, 1688, 1740 and 1759 
subsequently led to some enlargement of the property. The vineyard 
disappeared in the first half of the seventeenth century.35

4. Another property was the pago de la Frontera, which was 
situated at three to four leguas from Asunción and was acquired in the 
first instance through the gift of a vineyard and a remnant o f land by 
the presbyter Rodrigo Ortiz Melgarejo. This vineyard also disappea
red. At a later date, plots of land were exchanged and a few small 
lotes were purchased (1621, 1622 and 1654). Further enlargement took 
place through a donation of land near the Arroyo Yacaú, where the 
Jesuits unsuccessfully tried to install a mill or ingenio. This property 
was found to have an area of only 1,850 square metres when it was 
surveyed in 1765.36

5. The Jesuits also had some land in the pago de Tapuá. This was 
reputedly given to the Order in 1603, after which the property was 
enlarged by purchases in 1625 and 1626. According to the sources, the 
fathers never occupied this land, which seems uncharacteristic o f the 
Jesuits.37

Not all the lands were exploited by the Jesuits themselves. The 
Order leased some of them to Spanish vecinos (for example, in Ta- 
cumbd, Balsequillo and San Lorenzo).38

After the expulsion o f the Jesuits, their lands became the property 
o f the Crown and they were designated as temporalidades. Their 
management was entrusted to the Junta Municipal de Temporali-

34 Durán Estragó 1997:24-31; M aeder 1996a:191.
35 M aeder 1996a: 190-1.
36 M aeder 1996a: 191.
37 Durán Estragó 1997:22; M aeder 1996a: 191-2.
38 Pastore 1972:50.
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dades. The administradores appointed by this Junta  were not very 
scrupulous and allowed the estates to decay in a short time. The 
successive adm inistrators o f the chacra de San Lorenzo sent away 
most o f  the slaves; the implements, the furniture and a few slaves 
went to Paraguari. The chapel, the buildings and an area o f ground 
for the church passed to the vecinos living round about in 1774. 
The farmland was rented to 14 farm ers, who paid an annual rent o f 
64 pesos  (in the form o f tobacco). It was decided in the late 1770s 
to use the income from the former Jesuit properties to fund the Real 
Colegio y  Seminario de San Carlos, that had been established by 
royal decree of 23 August 1776 to provide secondary education and 
to train student priests. The king officially permitted the properties 
to be used for that purpose by Real Orden o f 28 February 1780, 
and the Colegio actually began to function in 1783. In the course o f 
time, the form er chacra at San Lorenzo became a small cattle farm  
that supplied the meat for the College’s daily needs, as well as 
vegetables and other farm products for the seminarians. After the 
expulsion of the m issionaries, the estancia o f Paraguari was first 
managed directly and then let. According to M aeder, however, it 
changed through bad management into a campo prácticam ente  
estéril, which yielded very little for the Real Colegio. The lands in 
Tacumbú continued to be rented out, as before. This also happened 
with other properties near Asunción, such as the lands in the 
Cordillera del Batovi. These lands were leased to 78 tenants, who 
paid their rent in the form of tobacco. The 25 persons who rented 
the arable fields o f la Frontera and Barcequillo did the sam e.39

Indian landownership in the late colonial period

The Spanish adm inistrators and clergy continued throughout the 
colonial period to try to concentrate the Indians as far as possible 
into special villages in order to secure their landownership and thus 
their livelihood, and also in order to be able to convert them more

39 Durán Estragó 1997:35,38,64,133; González Torres 1995:34-5; M aeder
1996a: 212, 214,218; Rivarola Paoli 1993:254.
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easily. The fact that they could then be integrated more efficiently 
into the production process as encomendados also played a role, but 
this was o f greater concern to the administrators and Spaniards than 
to the clergy. This striving for concentration largely succeeded. 
There were, in any event, 22 jurisdicciones de indios (13 former 
pueblos de misiones and 9 pueblos de indios) at the end o f the 
colonial period.40 The land in these partidos de indios belonged to 
the Indian communities and was used by the members o f these 
communities. Besides the individually worked fields, there were the 
communally cultivated fields and the communal grazing lands.

Towards the end of the colonial period, however, the Indians 
were certainly not the only land users in these partidos. Some of 
the lands had been rented to non-Indians, who did not always 
honour their tenancy obligations. Other lands had simply been occu
pied clandestinely by squatters, because they believed or asserted 
against their better judgem ent that they were tierras baldías which 
could be regarded as Crown land. It was sometimes the better, if 
not the best land, that was occupied in this way by non-Indians. At 
first, the squatters claimed only right o f usufruct, but in due course 
the land often became the property o f the Spaniards. Towards the 
end o f the eighteenth century, the penetration of the territories o f 
the Indian settlements by Creoles and mestizoes {foráneos) - usually 
for grazing their cattle - was on such a scale that it had become a 
serious problem .41 The provisions contained in the Ordenanzas of 
Ramírez de Velasco and Hernandarias ruling that the estancias o f 
Spaniards had to be situated at a good distance from the land o f the 
Indians appear to have been forgotten. It is no coincidence that 
there were many legal actions over the precise demarcation o f the 
land o f the indigenous villages and that of the Spanish districts, 
especially in the late colonial period.

This development was incidentally partly the result of the fact 
that the pueblos de indios and the pueblos de misiones owned fairly

40 The figure o f 22 excludes San Joaquín, San Estanislao and Belén, which 
villages operated a more open regime.

41 For the infiltration o f the village lands, see: Pastore 1972:72-3,87-8; Susnik 
1965:167-72; Susnik 1981:125; Susnik 1984a:212; Susnik 1990-91:113-5; 
Susnik 1995 (=  1964): 16-7; Velázquez 1981:56; Whigham 1995:172-3.
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large areas o f village land. According to Alfaro, each pueblo  de 
indio had to have at least one-and-a-half leguas o f land around the 
village core.42 In practice, however, some villages receive consi
derably more land. Caazapá and Yuty, for example, owned over 40 
square leguas o f land. Itapé also had a large village territory, while 
Altos and Yaguarbn had sufficient land for three estancias,43 The 
Spanish penetration was also related to the fact that the number o f 
Indians in many villages had declined so much that they were 
unable to make full use o f the village territory. In 1782, the total 
population of Eastern Paraguay was estimated at 96,526 persons, 
and only 7,727 of these lived in 12 pueblos de origen iridio, all 
situated north o f the Rio Tebicuary, i.e. outside the form er heart
land o f the Jesuit missions. The Indian population still living in the 
13 form er Jesuit missions in 1784 comprised only 19,106 persons 
(see Chapter 33).

The underuse o f the village lands was further aggravated by the 
fact that some o f the Indians preferred paid work outside the village 
and so had little time for farming. The proximity of Spanish farms 
obviously increased the attractiveness of wage labour. In such 
instances the little plot of ground on which they could work for two 
days a week served mainly or solely as the site for their first or 
second home, while part of the communal lands was neglected or 
actually lay fallow. The shortage o f labour had always been a 
problem  in the pueblos de indios, but this problem also began to 
manifest itself increasingly after 1768 in the pueblos de misiones, 
which had been established by the Jesuits. Added to this was the 
inefficient manner in which the administradores managed the 
available labour and organised the agricultural work.

On the Spanish side, the governors were often insufficiently 
aware o f the need for more land among the Spaniards. This need 
increased as the population grew and the land in the neighbourhood 
o f Asuncion became increasingly scarce. In the areas opened up by 
the advancing colonisation front (from la C ordillera in the direction 
o f the Rio Tebicuary and the Río Paraná), often only a small

42 Gutiérrez 1974:126.
43 For further details, see Chapter 23.
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number o f people were favoured with mercedes. Other country 
dwellers were accordingly forced to settle on the territory o f one of 
the indigenous villages. M oreover, the market for hides and certain 
farm products (such as tobacco) improved considerably at the end 
of the colonial period, so that the need for land increased. This was 
another reason why there were bound to be infiltrations o f the 
indigenous settlem ents’ tierras baldías.

Pastore reports o f the infiltrations that Spanish tenants were 
everywhere the carcomas de los pueblos (woodworm o f the v illa
ges). They either did not acknowledge the rights o f the indigenous 
population or did not want to acknowledge them. They invaded the 
tierras baldías and communal pastures of the villages and so made 
themselves the masters o f the best grazing lands o f the province. In 
this way, the form er Jesuit villages north of the Paraná lost a great 
part o f their land and their livestock after the expulsion of the 
fathers. Europeans and Creoles rented campos close to the estancias 
o f the pueblos  and then allowed their cattle to wander into the 
estancias and sometimes even the chacras o f the Indians. They 
enlarged their herds by allowing their own animals to mix with 
those o f the Indians. The latter were then marked with a new brand 
(contramarco). In this way, they came into the possession of large 
herds and became the hombres poderosos o f the region, to such an 
extent that they could even ignore the orders of the authorities to 
leave immediately the lands they had invaded. The leased lands 
initially had an area o f two square leguas but, thanks to the collabo
ration o f corrupt village adm inistrators, they subsequently often 
became considerably larger. The protests o f the inhabitants or o f 
the protector de los naturales (a royal officer charged with over
seeing Indian affairs) and the attempts of the authorities to return 
the lands which had been occupied by tenants and clandestine 
squatters to the villages generally had little success. Adm inistra
dores and cabildantes often took the same line if asked to justify 
their decisions (such as the leasing of land and the toleration of 
squatters). Thus insufficient counter measures were taken; the 
infiltrations were tacitly accepted and tolerated (the infiltrators were 
therefore also known as tolérales). W here action was undertaken 
(such as by Governor Aids, who annulled various leasehold agree
ments, because they had been concluded at low prices and were
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disadvantageous for the indigenous villages), it took the form of 
incidental corrections and scarcely scratched the problem.

Cattle ranching, in particular, led to the marginalisation o f the 
Indians within their territory, because the cattle farmers occupied 
by far the greater part of the land. In San José de Caazapá, for 
example, (which had a vast municipal area) the land between the 
Pirapó-guazú and Tebicuary, totalling at least 16 square leguas 
(30,000 ha), had been entirely rented out for cattle ranching at the 
end o f the colonial period. Large areas were also leased out in Yuty 
and Itapé. The tenants in these three villages were mainly Villarri- 
queños.M

Besides Spanish estancieros, non-Indian campesinos also settled 
in the Indian districts. They occupied much smaller areas o f land 
and the poorer ones, in particular, had much more in common with 
the Indians in their way of life and form of production than with the 
estancieros. These poor, non-Indian campesinos, in fact, differed 
only racially from the Indians of the pueblos de indios and pueblos  
de misiones, and economically and socially scarcely at all. By no 
means all o f the poorer Spanish campesinos paid rent.

The result o f these developments was that the Indians lost a part 
o f their land (and livestock). A number of Indian settlements 
became more or less hemmed in by the private lands o f non-Indi
ans. The pueblos de indios o f Ypané and Guarambaré, for example, 
were wholly surrounded by the private lands o f Spaniards, although 
such a situation should not have arisen, according to the law. 
Aparipy, on the territory o f Tobati, and Tapequezá, in the village 
territory of Altos, were typical intrusos enclaves. Cangó (Bobi), 
situated between Yuty and the Jesuit missions, was another. It 
constituted the concentration of Spanish intrusos situated farthest 
from Asuncion. The Spaniards rented lands in Cangó which belon
ged to the indigenous partido  o f Yuty.

The infiltrations sometimes meant that the Indians had to seek 
alternative forms o f livelihood, which nearly always ended with 
them perform ing temporary work for the whites and assimilated

44 Durán Estragó 1992b: 128; Susnik 1990-91:11
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mestizoes. This phenomenon was, however, not only a result, but 
also a cause o f the infiltrations.

The renting out o f  land was obviously not wholly unfavourable. 
It also yielded income, often tobacco, with which certain needs o f 
the villages could be satisfied. An indigenous village often obtained 
the tobacco in this manner to distribute among its population. 
According to Azara, the Spanish farmers in the area o f Itá paid one 
peso fu erte  for arable land that they could cultivate; they paid 2.5 
pesos  for 100 head o f cattle.45

The changes in landownership also showed themselves in a 
changing settlement pattern. The population of the indigenous 
villages originally consisted wholly of Indians, who were concentra
ted in the village core (apart from a few tem porarily inhabited 
shacks on the land), but when the infiltrations began on a large 
scale, the population came to consist o f two groups: Indians and 
Spaniards. The latter inhabited mainly the valleys o f the outer zone, 
at least in the beginning. As the process continued, they also settled 
in the villages themselves, where some of them took Indian wives, 
partly to strengthen their rights to the land they had occupied or the 
continuity o f those rights, and also to obtain - through their wives - 
the rights which other villagers enjoyed as residents.

North of the Rio Tebicuary the foráneos  were Paraguayans. 
South o f the Tebicuary (in the former mission territory) the ‘infil
tra to rs’ consisted partly o f Correntinos (who crossed the Paraná 
river and settled north o f this river), and partly o f Spaniards (who 
crossed the Rio Tebicuary and settled from there to as far as the 
Paraná). They often settled near the existing chapels of the form er 
mission villages. The numbers o f ‘infiltrators’ will be discussed in 
Chapter 34 of this study.

45 Azara 1990:187.



Landownership in the colonial period 853

Balance sheet o f the land tenure situation at the end o f the 
colonial period

There were 21 partidos de origen europeo at the end of the colonial 
period.46 They were predominantly inhabited by Creoles and assi
milated mestizoes and had much larger populations than the Indian 
districts. Besides whites and half-bloods, who owned by far the 
most and the best land, Indians, Negroes and mulattoes also lived in 
these districts. The pardos, who had the status of slaves, obviously 
possessed no land o f their own; they were at most allowed to 
cultivate a plot of land belonging to their master in order to p ro 
duce some food for themselves. The free Negroes and mulattoes 
had partly succeeded in gaining possession o f some land and had 
become the owners or informal occupiers o f it. In contrast to the 
rights o f the Indians, their rights to land had not been explicitly 
regulated by the Spanish Crown. The majority o f the Indians in the 
partidos de origen europeo were descendants of those who had 
settled as yanaconas near the houses and farms of the dominant 
population. They had partly done so on the communal land o f the 
villas and parishes.47 To the extent that the encomendados did own 
land, it was small patches which they had obtained for use as 
yanacona  from their master. Just as in the indigenous village 
territories, communal ownership had also been undermined in a 
number o f instances in the Spanish districts. Pastore reports that 
Villa del Pilar de Ñeembucú had lost a large part o f  its communal 
lands at the end o f the eighteenth century; it had gradually passed 
into the hands o f Spanish tenants.48

The 21 ‘Spanish’ partidos were situated mainly in the zone 
extending several tens o f kilometres south, east and north o f  Asun
ción, where there were also seven partidos de origen indio. The 
competition for land (accompanied by m arginalisation, infiltrations 
etc.) was therefore concentrated, in fact, largely in the Zona Cen

46 Which partidos these were is stated in Chapter 34 (see, inter a lia , Table 
34.14).

47 Pastore 1972:42.
48 Pastore 1972:87.
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tral o f the province (particularly in the area o f  the present Central 
and Cordillera departments). There was no longer a sharp division 
here between tierras de indios and tierras de españoles at the end of 
the colonial period. This division was also beginning to disappear 
south of the Rio Tebicuary.

In the colonial period, the competition for land was incidentally 
not wholly limited to that between Indians and non-Indians. The 
phenomenon also began to manifest itself among the dominant 
population of Creoles and mestizoes. It sometimes happened that 
lands were occupied which had in fact already been taken into 
possession by other Creoles and mestizoes. The pobladores who 
tem porarily abandoned the region o f Guarnipitán at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century because o f the Indian danger and moved to 
the zone between the Arroyo Caañabé and the Rio Tebicuary, 
settled there on private lands.45 But similar illegal situations also 
occurred elsewhere and at a later date. Many o f the mission Indians 
who were liberating themselves and dispersing over the countryside 
found a new existence in this way after 1768. There were already 
several generations o f squatters (intrusos) at the end o f the colonial 
period, i.e. persons who did not own their land, but had settled on 
land belonging to other, more well-to-do inhabitants, according to 
the papers. The squatters sometimes caused additional problem s, 
because they also stole cattle. They were generally tolerated, 
however, for as long as the owner did not find their presence 
irksome, or even enjoyed some advantage from them. The authori
ties tried as far as possible to find a solution for the problem o f the 
intrusos, which mostly meant that the squatters were settled in or 
near newly established villages. That happened in any event with 
the founding o f la Villeta del Guarnipitán, the populating o f Remo
linos and the founding of Villa Real.50

Besides squatters who had settled in ‘no-man’s-land’ or on lands 
which already belonged to private individuals, there were also

49 In 1713 there were complaints about these intrusions by the people who had 
established cattle ranches between the Arroyo Caañabé and the Rio Tebicuary. 
The problems were caused both by free mulattoes and mestizoes and by Spani
ards and other personas vagabundas (Rivarola Paoli 1993:159-60).

50 Velázquez 1966b :31.
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landless people in the late colonial period who rented land in return 
for a payment in kind. They, too, were eligible for resettlement. 
The problem o f illegal occupation and landlessness at the end o f the 
colonial period was not new. It had already existed for a long time, 
but manifested itself most clearly in the closing decades o f  the 
eighteenth century.

Garavaglia has pointed out that there was often a personal 
dependency relationship between the legal landowner and the person 
who occupied a piece o f his land with a precarious title. Many o f 
these land users paid no rent, or paid very little (in kind or in 
labour) and constantly tried to avoid payment.51

Durán Estragó illustrated the rural question with some details o f 
the population of San Lorenzo del Campo Grande. In 1704, this 
population comprised, besides Spaniards who were the owners of 
arable fields, pastures, yanaconas and slaves, poor and needy 
inhabitants. There were also vagos y mal entretenidos -  persons 
without work, land or trade - who were a cause of concern to the 
citizenry. The local je fe s  took measures from time to tim e against 
these ‘delinquents’. By 1790, the situation had not improved. Azara 
reported o f Campo Grande that hundreds o f poor country people 
lived there, in chozas or ranchos with thatched roofs. They paid a 
little rent or nothing at all. The important point here is that Campo 
Grande was situated close to Asunción and in the most densely and 
longest populated part o f the province o f Paraguay. The pressure on 
land and the associated land scarcity were greatest in this region.52

Another problem was that the majority o f private individuals 
had no documents at the end o f the colonial period to prove that 
they were the legal owners of their land. Accordingly, the majority 
o f campesinos (and certainly the many poor small farmers) were de 
ju re  not owners o f the land.

Although large landownership did not develop on a large scale, 
a skewed distribution o f land did arise in the colonial period. At the 
end of the eighteenth century there were, as we have said, landless 
people, who rented land or settled on private lands as intrusos, as

51 Garavaglia 1983:365-9; Garavaglia 1987c:209-10; Pastore 1972:91.
52 Durán Estragó 1997:60; Azara 1990:180. See also Susnik 1990-91:19.
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well as small owners and informal squatters on free lands. But there 
were also families who owned quite a lot of land and so could be 
described as ‘large landowners’ (although such ownership did not 
always bring very much wealth). They had acquired their property 
partly through gifts, but partly also through simple occupation (with 
the argument that they wished to place tenants on the land) and 
sometimes also through purchase. One prominent large landowner 
was Carlos Duarte, who owned all the grazing land around V illarri- 
ca. All the lands o f Mbuyapey and Maciel were said originally to 
have been in the hands o f the Ferreiras and then to have passed in 
large parcels into the possession of the Ayala, Bogarin, M oreno, 
M artinez and Pastore families. Fulgencio Yegros owned extensive 
lands in the area o f the Rio Tebicuary. It was the cattle farmers 
who profited most from the territorial expansion which took place 
at the end o f the colonial period.53

A few foreigners had also worked their way up to becoming large 
landowners. The principal one was Joseph Coene. He was a trader, 
shipowner and active entrepreneur as well as a landowner. His proper
ties comprised three estancias  with livestock, a house, a ship that 
traded to Buenos Aires from Asunción, and over 40 slaves. Coene was 
one o f the wealthiest people in the province and had married a woman 
from the traditional landed élite o f Paraguay. Coene had also been an 
encom endero , but because the encom iendas  were incorporated one by 
one into the Crown at the end of the colonial period, this was no 
longer listed against his properties.

Antonio Viana was another foreigner who had risen to become a 
gra n  hacendado . He owned three estancias  with cattle, two houses, 
three g ra n ja s  with labourers, a disused g ran ja , about 40 slaves and the 
necessary capital to invest in yerba collection.

Yet another well-to-do foreigner was Juan Bautista de Alvez y 
Lima, from Neembucú. He had been born in Brazil, but had settled in 
Paraguay at the time of Governor Carlos Morphy. In return for 
various services and the fact that he was one of the first colonists of 
Villa Pilar de Neembucú, he had received a square legua  of land on 
which to establish a cattle ranch. He had 3,000 pesos en dep ó sito  in 
Buenos Aires, a small bore  for use on the river and also traded in

55 Campos Ruiz Dias 1995 ( = 1987):435; Garavaglia 1983:367-8; Pastore 1972:
87; Rivarola Paoli 1993:182.
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timber. Besides his house in Ñeembucú, he owned a small rancho in 
the vicinity and several slaves. About 200 head of cattle grazed on his 
ranch, plus a number o f horses and oxen. Despite the comfortable life 
that this enabled him to lead, he could not measure up against the 
grandes: Coene and Viana.54

As we have seen above, part o f the land had fallen into the hands of 
people who did not live in the countryside and who also did not 
really live exclusively from farming. Many traders from Asunción 
(and other places) also owned parcels o f land in the neighbourhood. 
The same was true of government officials. This development 
occurred particularly in the final decades o f the eighteenth century 
after trade had been liberalised and Paraguay experienced an econo
mic revival. The profits which were then made by the traders (some 
o f them from Buenos Aires), were partly invested in land; some o f 
them  even invested outside the province.55

Small to very small and medium-sized farms predominated. As 
we have said, they were partly owned, but many had simply o rig i
nated through squatting or renting. They could be rented from the 
‘S tate’, from the Church, from the indigenous settlements or from 
private individuals. According to Cooney, renting was quite an 
extensive phenomenon. Prices were low, because land was in fact 
not really scarce. Cooney has emphasised that the people who had 
no land o f their own, but rented it, were not all poor by definition 
or o f a lower socio-economic position than the landowners. Some 
tenants were even very well-to-do, e.g. because they had a tobacco 
contract with the Real M onopolio or possessed a large cattle 
herd .56

Attempts were made by the government to the very last to 
reduce the skewed landownership relationships and so to halt the 
marginalisation o f the Indians, in particular. As we stated earlier, 
the viceroy Avilés ensured that the former mission villages became 
the formal owners o f their surrounding lands and so acquired their 
own jurisdictions. M oreover, when the last encomiendas were

54 Cooney 1983b:347-8; also cited by Rivarola Paoli 1993:242-4.
55 Cooney 1987:85.
56 Cooney 1983b:346.
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finally abolished by Real Orden o f 17 May 1803, it was further 
decreed that the form er encomendados (who had to live together as 
far as possible in villages) had to have sufficient land and livestock 
at their disposal. Land and livestock were to be allocated to them if 
they did not. Sufficient land also had to be reserved in each village 
for communal use. The Indians were not allowed to sell land to 
Spaniards or Spanish Americans near the communal lands, since 
experience had shown that the latter would then make attempts to 
intrude on the campos comunales o f the villages, to disastrous 
effect. The Real Orden o f 1803 aimed to stimulate family ow ner
ship and to further develop arable farming and stockbreeding 
among the Indians. As far is known, the law was scarcely imple
mented. When the Revolution broke out in 1810-11, the villages 
opted for the doctrine of the Rights o f Man and, according to 
Pastore, these placed no limits on property.57

To sum up, it may be said that the colonisation o f Spanish 
Paraguay pitted two groups of land users against each other. On the 
one side, there were the ‘Spaniards’ (who became nearly exclusive
ly Creoles and mestizoes at an early date), who felt themselves 
superior, often had little respect for the Indians, possessed political 
pow er, were relatively well organised as a group and had better 
farm ing methods, which enabled them more easily to adopt perm a
nent, sedentary arable farming. They were not able, however, 
through lack o f knowledge, resources and motivation to practise 
intensive stockbreeding on small parcels of land, but required quite 
large areas. And, last but not least, this group was familiar with a 
different (European) tradition of ownership from the Indians, which 
led to the introduction o f private property rights, for which proper
ty titles and documents were required, but were not always obtained 
in practice. For this group, landownership gradually became a 
status symbol.

Opposed to this group, were the Indian land users. They were 
ignorant o f private property rights and followed the principle that 
clearance and exploitation bestowed a use right. They did attribute a 
production function to land, but did not regard it as a status sym-

57 González 1984:24,29; Gutiérrez 1983:12; Pastore 1972:59-60.
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bol. Their way o f life was based on hunting, fishing and shifting 
cultivation (for which large and not too sharply demarcated areas of 
land were required). They tolerated conquerors to some extent and 
were insufficiently organised to effectively resist external threats.

Both groups were prim arily dependent on agriculture and there
fore thrown back on the same natural resources; the possibilities o f 
making a livelihood outside the agricultural sector were limited.

The important third party on the colonial stage - the Spanish 
Crown - repeatedly tried to protect the rights of the Indians. The 
Crown wanted them to have sufficient land o f their own, but the 
dominant population constantly ignored the regulations, which led 
to conflicts and tensions between the Crown and the Spaniards. The 
Indians ultimately lost their best lands and forests.

The result of these developments was that, at the end o f the 
colonial period, the land was one-sidedly distributed, not only 
between Indians and Spaniards, but also within the latter group o f 
land users. M oreover, the majority o f landowners had no official 
documents to prove their ownership.
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Landownership in the years 1811-70

Land policy and landownership under the dictator Francia1

A new situation arose in landownership after 1811, in which the 
dom inant class o f  Creoles and assimilated mestizoes found itself in 
a stronger position relative to the Indians and non-acculturated 
m estizoes, since the colonial period, during which the Spanish 
Crown had tried repeatedly to protect the interests o f the Indians as 
well as possible, was over. The former Spaniards had become ‘the 
boss in their own country.2 It was incidentally not until the 1840s 
that this led to truly radical changes for the pueblos de indios and 
the pueblos de misiones.

This does not mean that nothing changed under the dictator 
Francia. The dictator pursued a policy that was aimed at streng
thening the national economy and at controlling it better. To this 
end, he promulgated certain laws which brought about a radical 
change in rural property relationships for the non-Indian population 
(including the clergy).

The Real Colegio y Seminario de San Carlos was closed by a 
decree o f 23 March 1823 and the buildings were taken into use as a 
barracks. Besides the properties in Asunción, the college farm in 
Ñu Guazú (Campo Grande) and other lands (situated in 14 different 
places) were also taken over by the Administración de Propied
ades ,3 A much more comprehensive reform  measure was that o f 20

1 Besides the sources given below, see the general article by Viola (1980).
2 Pastore 1972:96.
3 Pastore 1994a:572.



Landownership in the years 1811-70 861

September 1824, which came to be called the Reforma de Regu
lares. The monastic orders were abolished on that date, because 
they were ‘neither useful nor necessary’. In concrete term s, this 
meant that the houses and other institutions o f the orders were 
closed and all the possessions o f the regular clergy (which were not 
inconsiderable in many instances and consisted mainly o f land) 
became the property o f the state. To enable the law to be imple
mented, the prelates had to provide the government within twenty 
days with an inventory of all the movable and fixed assets o f the 
regular clergy. The inventory showed, for example, that the m onas
tic house o f San José, in the capital, owned considerable properties 
until its abolition: besides various buildings in Asunción, it owned 
large areas o f land in different places, several herds o f cattle and 43 
slaves. It also received income from the renting of monastic land to 
90 households. For the Dominicans, F rancia’s measure meant, 
among other things, the loss o f their Tavapy estancia, and for the 
M ercedarians the transfer o f their lands in Areguá to the state. The 
four religious houses in Asuncion and that in Villa Rica were used 
as barracks after the abolition or were given other public uses. La 
M erced, for example, became an artillery park, Recoleta a barracks 
and the Dominican monastery was converted into a church, because 
the cathedral had become so dilapidated that it could not be used 
without risk. As we have said, the former Jesuit college had already 
been converted into a barracks. The people who had cultivated 
church land no longer paid rent to the form er owners, but to the 
state.

F rancia’s decision to dissolve the orders and to confiscate the 
ecclesiastical properties naturally led to protests from Rome, but to 
no avail. Francia considered that the existence o f the orders was not 
in the interest o f  national security and their properties could m ore
over strengthen the state. After being active in Paraguay for more 
than two-and-a-half centuries, the orders ceased to exist. The monks 
o f the abolished monastic orders were not expelled, but could 
submit a request to be allowed to continue their existence as secular 
priests; they could be appointed, if necessary, to posts in el inte-
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rior. The requests o f a number o f  foreign-born monks were not 
granted and they had to leave the country.4

Francia further decreed in September 1825 that all Paraguayans 
had to give satisfactory proof within three months o f their proprie
tary rights to the land that they occupied, preferably through docu
ments. If they were unable to do so, the land they occupied would 
be regarded as state land. Many users were unable to satisfy this 
requirem ent, either because they had simply squatted on the land 
without later formalising their occupation or because they no longer 
possessed documents to prove their rights. The ordinance therefore 
had far-reaching consequences. It enabled over half of the land in 
the Region Oriental and all of the land in the Chaco from the Rio 
Bermejo to the Río Jaurú to be declared state property in February 
1826.5 The precise effect o f Francia’s measure on the different 
regions o f the country is not known.6 Besides pastures and plough
land, the new state property comprised nearly all the forests and 
yerbales. The remainder o f Eastern Paraguay (less than half) was 
divided among villages of Spanish and Indian origin or was private 
property.

The state land incidentally increased not only as a result o f  the 
above measures, but also through the confiscation o f land that had 
belonged to liquidated opponents o f the dictator’s regime, including 
mainly those who had been involved in the conspiracy o f 1820. 
W illiams cites as an example Manuel Atanacio Cabañas, one o f the 
conspirators who was not executed, but died in prison. He owned 
two cattle ranches in Tebicuary, both o f which became state estan
cias, and was the owner o f 23 slaves, 327 cattle, 1,680 horses and 
21 mules, which also fell into state hands. The Yegros and Montiel 
families (of whom four and eight members were executed in 1821, 
respectively) provided the state with yet larger properties.7

4 Cooney 1979c: 195-8; Nogués 1960:23-4; Pastore 1972:99-101; Pastore 
1994a:572; Williams 1973b:430-l.

5 Pastore 1972:101-3.
6 Areces (1996:252,254) states with reference to the region o f Villa Real that 

the measures did not lead to radical changes there.
7 Williams 1973a:210. Not further specified by Williams for the Yegros and 

Montiel families.
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The droit d ’aubaine , i.e. the provision that the land o f foreig
ners who had no lawful heirs horn and resident in Paraguay, would 
accrue to the state on their deaths, contributed still further to the 
enlargement of state property. We do know that the provision was 
applied, but we do not know its effect.8

The newly created Paraguayan state had already earlier declared 
itself the owner at its birth o f all the land that was property o f the 
Spanish Crown at the end of the colonial period (including that 
belonging to the expelled Jesuit Order).

After the decree of September 1825, further provisions were 
prom ulgated in 1828 which were intended only for those people 
who could lay claim to lands along the Rio Paraguay downstream  
from the capital as a result of royal gifts from the colonial period. 
The landowners here had the special task o f preventing the passage 
o f Chaco Indians who constantly tried to carry out attacks. The 
landowners of Villa Franca and Villa Saladillo were informed that 
they had to occupy their lands within two months for the purposes 
o f this task and had to be in a state of readiness to protect the zone. 
If they did not, their lands would be divided among poor families 
who were ready and able to people the land. The obligation could 
not be complied with promptly enough and a large part of the lands 
was therefore quickly occupied by new pobladores nominated by 
the authorities; other land was added to the state estancias in the 
region.9

Francia further forbade the leasing of lands for arable farming 
or grazing which belonged to pueblos de origen guaraní, unless he 
had given express permission to do so. In this way, he put an end, 
at least in theory, to the infiltrations o f foráneos  and protected the 
rights o f the indigenous villages.

Like the other state land, the former tierras privadas (i.e. ex
propriated lands) were partly leased out indefinitely from 1826 at a 
very low rent (one-and-a-half pesos per annum for a quarter o f a 
legua). The tenants were principally the current users (owners 
without documents, tenants o f former church lands and squatters).

8 Nickson 1993:243; Williams 1973a:210.
9 Martinez Cuevas 1987:117; Pastore 1972:102; Pastore 1994a:571,573.
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The lease was granted on condition that the land was grazed or used 
to grow certain crops. Large parts o f the state estancias (see below) 
were also rented to the local farmers. The rent was generally paid 
in kind.10

The government established a large number o f cattle ranches 
(insofar as these did not already exist, such as estancia Paraguari) 
on the state land that was suitable for grazing, such as that belong
ing to the estancias which had previously belonged to the clergy 
and the larger properties o f eliminated political opponents. These 
were christened estancias de ‘La P a tria ’. There were initially only 
16, but they totalled 64 by the end of the 1840s (see Chapter 
2 4 ).11 The production from these estancias was used for various 
purposes. The villages of Spanish or Indian origin generally retai
ned their campos comunales, on which were grazed the livestock of 
the villagers who had no grazing land of their own.

As in the colonial period, the waters (aguas) and forests (mon
tes) remained state property under the legislation then in force and 
continued to be designated for communal use by all Paraguayans. 
Everyone had the right to collect fruits, firewood, timber or other 
products for their own use from the nearby or most suitable forests, 
or to fish or hunt there .12 The montes, however, and especially the 
yerbales situated in them, had lost much o f their value, because of 
the sharp decline in foreign trade. They were therefore virtually 
abandoned by the dominant population and partly taken over by the 
Indians and non-acculturated mestizoes (Monteses). They declared 
themselves the owners of the forests, including their yerbales. No- 
one felt a need to contest their claims, since yerba mate was no 
longer an important export product and sufficient trees were left 
over to which the Indians had not laid claim to provide for domestic 
needs.13

The land in Eastern Paraguay that had not passed into state 
hands remained the property of the former Spanish Americans

10 Galeano Romero 1995 ( =  1972):315; Pastore 1972:102-3; Trias 1975:24; 
Ugarte Centurion 1983:91; Williams 1973a:212.

11 Pastore 1972:104; Ugarte Centurión 1983:91.
12 Pastore, 1972:104.
13 Pastore 1972:103.
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(Creoles and assimilated mestizoes), who had taken the opportunity 
to prove their claims. The pueblos de origen indio remained de ju re  
the owners o f the greater part o f the land lying within their ju risd ic
tion. Besides certain private claims, therefore, those of the comu
nidades indígenas were also (provisionally) recognised.14

The Chaco remained a periphery inhabited only by Indians but, 
as we have said, the state also regarded all the land situated there as 
state property.

The farm population also consisted at the time o f the dictator 
Francia predominantly of small farmers (campesinos) with less than 
ten hectares, who cultivated their land with family labour and 
produced mainly for subsistence. The farms in the longer-settled 
and more densely populated areas were mainly small as a result of 
repeated division among heirs. In the regions o f more recent occu
pation the chacras were generally larger. A considerable number of 
farms (the precise number is not known) were run by women.

About half o f the farmers owned their land, the other half rented 
land or occupied unused land without paying for it. Towards the 
end o f the Francia regime, the state leased out more than 6,000 
lotes, which provided for the livelihoods o f at least 49,000 persons, 
corresponding to 13 per cent of the population (at least if one 
assumes that it numbered about 375,000 persons). In 1828, the 
leasing out o f state lands yielded an income o f 7,566 pesos, which 
was less than the income which the state earned from  the sale o f 
livestock. The land rents collected in 1838 were almost double the 
revenue brought in by the ubiquitous alcabala or sales tax. Since 
the rents were usually paid in kind, the state sold much farm 
produce through the many village shops (tiendas del pueblo) which 
then existed in the country.

There was sufficient land to rent, whether from the state or from 
private individuals. The rents were low (from two to at most four 
reales per cuerda, which was less than what one arroba o f tobacco 
generally yielded). Purchase prices were, in fact, also low, because 
there was still plenty of land outside the immediate environs of 
Asunción, the population was still small and large-scale production

14 Pastore 1972:104.
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for the market was not possible under Francia. The markets were 
far away and had been, moreover, blocked by the trade restrictions 
imposed by the dictator or by those which he had been forced to 
accept from outside. In most places, the purchase price was below 
25 pesos  per cuerda. Land was purchased at that time, but a lack of 
funds and the fact that renting or squatting were easy deterred the 
ordinary farm population from buying land on a large scale. Land 
purchases by foreigners were discouraged. The infiltrations o f the 
areas belonging to the Indian villages continued, accompanied by 
cattle rustling. Squatters were seldom punished and, if they were, 
the fines were small, certainly if they could prove that they had 
already been living on the land for a long time. The government 
also gave land to its subjects at various times, sometimes at the 
request o f  the person concerned, sometimes unasked, for the state 
sometimes also used the state land to pay its soldiers, to meet its 
obligations to others, or to reward certain persons for their servi
ces. Landless farmers and simple tenants were not forgotten. For 
example, when Francia confiscated the properties o f the Real 
Colegio y  Seminario de San Carlos in 1823, he gave homesteads to 
876 households. Poor tenants were sometimes also assisted with 
clothing, livestock and implements.15

Land policy and landownership after 1840

M easures affecting the Indian villages

The most remarkable measure of the 1840s was the further restric
tion or change in the rights o f the Indians. The change was charac
teristic o f the essence o f the mercantilist state for which C .A . 
López was striving. In his view, the state had to be as economically 
strong as possible and this could be achieved only through very far- 
reaching control over the country’s resources. M oreover, Consul 
and then, President, López also wished to further erase the traces of

15 Reber 1995:497-9,501,503,505-7,521-2; Tajima 1988:84; Whigham 1995:177; 
White 1989:141-2; Williams 1973a:212.



Landownership in the years 1811-70 867

the colonial past, while there was the further fact that the Indian 
communities had lost much of their special character towards the 
middle o f the nineteenth century as a result o f external contacts and 
the settlement of foráneos.

In 1842, the consuls Carlos Antonio López and Roque M ariano 
Alonso proposed to Congress that the land and cattle of the Indian 
village communities in Eastern Paraguay should be divided among 
the Indians living in those villages, provided that they satisfied 
certain criteria. In doing so, the consuls could point to a precedent 
because, at the end o f the 1820s, the government o f the Argentine 
province of Corrientes had already extinguished the Indian commu
nities o f Santa Lucia and Itati.16 The Paraguayan Congress subse
quently empowered the government in a decree o f 26 November
1842 to grant land and cattle to those Indians from the pueblos de 
indios who were eligible for them on the grounds o f their services 
or for other reasons. The assessment was left to governm ent offici
als. In implementation o f the decree, a further decree o f 22 March
1843 ordered the competent officials to provide the government 
with a list o f Indians who were eligible on the grounds o f their 
services and good behaviour for a jubilación  (pension) to be granted 
by Congress. The proposed measure would radically change the 
previously existing landownership relations among the Indians, 
since it would largely limit individual landownership to the group of 
nativos capaces, de muchos servicios y  de buen comportamiento  
( ‘the capable, deserving and well-behaved natives’). In other w ords, 
the measure would divide the Indian population o f Paraguay Orien
tal in two groups: owners and non-owners. According to Susnik, 
the favoured ones received a lote of 24 square cuerdas (1 cuerda =  
72.16 m), or 12.5 ha, in 1843.

Pastore pointed to the unjust nature o f the proposed measure and 
the inherent danger o f the arbitrary use of power. In his view, the 
aim o f the decree was to proletarianise a section o f the Indian 
population - its less skilled members -, in order to create a reser
voir o f cheap labour. The measure would also, in his view, make it 
easier to establish flourishing state cattle ranches on the lands o f the

16 Whigham 1995:179.
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marginalised Indians, stocked partly with the herds o f the villages 
which had passed into state hands.

The government informed Congress in 1844 that the decree of 
26 November 1842 had been implemented. It had provided a large 
number o f  Indians with land, livestock, implements and other useful 
items. The remaining Indians had been excluded from owning land 
and livestock. All in all, the measure bore witness to the govern
m ent’s lack o f respect for the interests of the indigenous popula
tio n .17

This same lack o f respect manifested itself in the decree o f 24 
April 1843 ordering the displacement of the Indians and non-accul- 
turated mestizoes living in Itapiia (the former Jesuit mission). They 
had to move to a nearby site known as Tuparai, where the village 
o f Carmen del Paraná would be built. The removal was deemed 
necessary in order to create space for the modernisation o f the town 
and port o f Encarnación on planned lines. Part o f the land that was 
made available by the removal was reserved for the building o f a 
church, law courts, a barracks, public schools and other govern
ment buildings. Another part was reserved for plots on which 
houses could be built and chacras laid out. Large areas were also 
reserved for state estancias (on the parajes known as San Lorenzo 
and San Martin). For the Indians affected, the operation meant the 
loss o f land on which they had been living for a very long time and 
o f part o f their livestock. At their new settlement, they received 
free o f charge, besides their solares and chacras, a puesto  de 
estancia  for an indefinite period o f time, but this was situated on 
the other side of the Rio Tacuari, which was not very conve
nient.18

The most radical measures to be taken for the Indians and non
assimilated mestizoes under the regime of President C .A . López, 
however, were those o f the decree of 7 October 1848 (approved by

17 Pastore 1972:114-7; Susnik 1995 ( =  1964): 17.
18 Pastore 1972:115-6.
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the Congress in 1849)19, which declared all the remaining land and 
livestock of the 21 pueblos de indios (including the eight form er 
pueblos de misiones) state property. The measure affected the popu
lation o f Ypané, Guarambaré, Itá, Yaguarón, Atyrá, Altos, Tobatí, 
Belén, San Estanislao, San Joaquín, Itapé, Caazapá, Yuty, Santa 
M aría de la Fe, Santa Rosa, San Ignacio, Santiago, San Cosme, 
Trinidad, Jesús and Carmen del Paraná (formerly Itapúa), all 
form er reductions established by the Franciscans or Jesuits.

President López justified the decree by pointing out that the 
population o f the villages concerned had been humiliated for centu
ries and exposed to abuses, robbery, arbitrary treatment and pater
nalism. It had always been misled by fine promises o f freedom , but 
now deserved a different and better existence and would also be 
given one. The disastrous and ruinous communal regime would 
disappear. The communal properties would pass into state hands 
and the Indians would no longer have to cultivate the communal 
lands for a part o f the week. With his measure, President López 
was in a certain sense building on the policy initiated by the vice
roy, the M arqués de Avilés, but in a less fortunate manner, because 
the latter’s ultimate aim was to give all the Indians their own land.

The reality was different from what was held out in the decree. 
The legislation of the colonial period had always been aimed at 
protecting the rights o f the Indians as far as possible, but under 
L ópez’ regime, account was no longer taken o f their special situa
tion. Carlos Pastore accordingly regarded the measure as the 
conclusion o f a three centuries-long struggle between the Indians 
and the conquerors for the control o f the land. In his view, a long- 
cherished wish to deprive the Indians o f their land was ultimately 
fulfilled in 1848. This wish had been strongest among the encomen
deros and that was also the social group from which López sprang. 
The communist Oscar Creydt took another view. He saw the 
m easure as a step in the process of capitalist development: the 
predominantly precapitalist production relationships disappeared and

19 For what follows about the measures of October 1848, see: Pastore 1972:127- 
32. Further, Cardozo 1967:380-1; Garseh 1934:137; Gutierrez 1979:195-7; 
Martin de Moussy 1864:45-6; Ugarte Centurión 1983:98. The actual text of 
the decree is to be found, inter alia, in Susnik 1965:229-31.
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the Indians were given the opportunity to become free workers and 
to become integrated into a free labour m arket.20 In other words, 
the decree was aimed at freeing both land and labour. Mario 
Pastore has pointed out that the measure must not be viewed in 
isolation, but placed in a wider context. At about the same time, the 
state also instituted a monopoly in yerba and timber. These were all 
measures which anticipated the economic revival that was expected 
to occur as soon as river navigation was freed, primary production 
was expanded, trade increased, the value o f land rose, the need for 
labour increased and the state further strengthened its position.21

The decree o f 1848 also laid down that the Indians of the 
villages concerned should become full Paraguayan citizens; this 
marked the end of the de ju re  distinction between Indians and non- 
Indians. The cabildos (with their corregidores and alcaldes), who 
were elected by the Indians under A lfaro’s ordinances, and the 
administradores were abolished. They were replaced by jueces de 
paz  and comandantes de m ilicia , appointed by the central authority. 
The corregidores and empleados del cabildo received a one-off 
paym ent (pension) in compensation.

T he Indians were exempted from the payment o f various taxes 
(such as diezmos and derechos parroquiales) for three years from 
1849 and also had to pay no rent for three years on the state land 
that they rented.22 They were not landowners, however, but could 
become farm workers (e.g. on the state cattle ranches), or tenants, 
in which case they would eventually have to pay rent for the use o f 
the land. The farmers received a one-off gift of some milch cows 
and draught oxen and some seeds from the government; if they 
wished, they could hire the most essential farm implements. Com 
missions would be established to stimulate the development of 
arable farming on the land that was to be leased to the Indians. The

20 Creydt, cited by Tajima 1988:98-9.
21 Pastore 1995:65.
22 The diezmo was (generally) a 10 per cent tax on newborn livestock and 

agricultural produce to support the Church (Whigham 1995:180). There was 
also a tithe on arable farming; it was abolished by Francia, but reintroduced 
under López (Wappäus 1867:1163).
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commissions were also to be responsible for the continuation and 
improvement o f elementary education and of craft skills.

The Indians were further given the freedom to settle in other 
villages than the pueblos de indios (after receiving permission from 
the authorities) and men aged 17 to 33 were allowed in future to 
serve in the army. In order to encourage still further integration, it 
was also decreed that indigenous family names had to be replaced 
by Spanish ones.

According to Carlos Pastore, López’ measures formed a consi
derable infringement o f the traditional rights o f the Indians and non
assimilated mestizoes o f the 21 villages. It was, in fact, a re trogra
de step. They quite soon had to pay rent and taxes and their free
dom o f settlement was not unrestricted, because the authorities had 
to give their approval for it. There was, in reality, a limitation of 
the freedom o f movement which the Indians had increasingly gained 
in the late colonial period. The ‘progress’ was in fact limited to the 
granting o f citizenship and the right to serve in the army (although 
only after selection). But these gains did not represent very much in 
practice. They were, in any event, insufficient to compensate for 
the loss o f land and livestock and the dissolution of the traditional 
institutions. The Paraguayan state, on the other hand, did very well 
from  the measure: it became the owner of extensive grazing lands, 
arable land, yerbales and forests, as well as of nearly 185,000 
cattle, horses and sheep (see Chapter 24).23 These animals were 
added from one day to the next to the herds of the ‘La P a tr ia ’ 
estancias which had been established under the dictator Francia or 
subsequently. Martin de Moussy observed in 1856 that the situation 
o f the Indians had not improved through the measures o f President 
López. They no longer received a contribution to their subsistence 
and clothing from the village in exchange for communal labour and 
so lost some o f their security. They had been thrown back wholly 
on their own resources and now lived in la más profunda m ise
ria ,24 The options for those Indians who did not wish to become

23 The survey showed that, besides land and livestock, the 21 villages together 
also possessed 8,442 pesos in cash (Whigham 1995:181).

24 Martin de Moussy cited by Gutiérrez (1979:197 and 1983:63).
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tenants were settlement on the frontier (where the state could also 
demand rent), service in the army or seeking a livelihood as a wage 
labourer.25

On the one hand, President López’ measures diminished the 
distinction between the population of the pueblos de indios and that 
outside the villages but, on the other hand, the granting o f citizen
ship also created a new opposition. It divided the Indians into two 
groups since, in the mid-nineteenth century, there were also 48 
groups o f Indians and non-assimilated mestizoes living in 42 villa
ges and districts of Spanish origin, to whom the measures did not 
apply. They were the owners under A lfaro’s ordinances of the lands 
on which they lived, but those Ordenanzas were no longer in force. 
These Indians were consequently wholly dependent on the landow
ners, who did or did not wish to tolerate them as squatters.26

Further measures

Further measures were also taken under the consulate and the 
presidency, but these did not specifically concern the indigenous 
population. In 1843 it was ordained in a decree o f 19 July that 
those who had received their land as a gift from the Spanish 
Crown, but had not yet paid the impuesto de media anata, had to 
meet that obligation. The impuesto de medio anata was a tax which 
was linked in the colonial period to a merced de tierra  and meant 
that the beneficiary had to pay half o f one year’s production. The 
obligation dated from as early as 22 May 1631, although the tax 
had by no means always been paid in practice. The consuls decided 
that the tax should consist of 5 per cent o f the current land price, 
which was to be established by experts (peritos). A sim ilar tax had 
to be paid on land that had been given by the previous governm ent 
of independent Paraguay. Persons who were unable to pay through 
demonstrable poverty, could be exempted from the obligation. The 
lands situated north o f the Rio Aquidabanagui were also exempted, 
because they lay in disputed territory.

25 Pastore 1995:41.
26 Pastore 1972:130.
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The government also again required documentary proof of 
landownership; if they had no documents, people had to ensure they 
obtained them. In a number o f decrees of 1843, the consuls laid 
claim to all abandoned lands, on the grounds that these lands had 
always been state land and that the state was therefore doing no 
m ore than claiming them back. If a piece of land was not in the 
hands o f someone with title deeds, it was, by definition, state 
property .27 The number o f owners declined further and the area o f 
state property increased. According to Reber, the state owned about 
50 per cent o f the national territory under the dictator Francia and 
this proportion increased to 60 per cent under the López govern
m ent.28

The consuls further decided to lease out the lands which might 
be claimed by Brazil and Argentina. These were the lands between 
the rivers Ypané, Aquidabanagui, Apa and Paraguay in the north; 
and the land east o f the Río Paraná in the south, that had previously 
belonged to five Jesuit missions (the Paraguayan section o f the 
M isiones region). Under the decree o f 9 December 1843, the land 
in these regions could be rented in parcels o f one to four square 
leguas for a period of eight years. The area o f the parcels and the 
fact that yerbales were not covered by the leases indicate that 
consuls were not thinking so much of arable farming or o f yerba 
collection, as o f cattle ranching. Each interested person could obtain 
up to a maximum of one lote and had to declare that the land had 
not already been occupied by third parties. 5 per cent of the value 
o f the land was paid as rent each year, after which the lease could 
be extended, or the land could be purchased for two-thirds o f the 
newly established value (since 40 per cent had then already been 
paid). The intention of the measure was to encourage the occupa
tion o f the areas concerned, so that the lands could not be occupied 
by land-hungry Brazilians and Argentineans. As we know, the areas 
form ed a disputed and threatened frontier zone. Direct sale had also 
been a possibility, but there were not expected to be sufficient

27 Geliy 1979:121; Pastore 1972:119-21; Rivarola Paoli 1986a:202; Williams 
1979:132.

28 Reber 1995:503.
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wealthy Paraguayans to buy the land, so that preference was given 
to renting, with an eventual option to purchase. The precise effect 
of the measure is not known, but the sales would not have been 
num erous. Nor was that the governm ent’s aim. Extensive land sales 
were, in fact, in conflict with the principle of the m ercantilist state 
which López wished to develop. The greater part o f the land 
therefore remained state property, for renting - if possible. It both 
yielded income and ensured that the state retained its resources. 
T here was in general little trade in land at that time.29

In 1846, the yerba mate groves and the forests which supplied 
valuable materials for shipbuilding were declared state property by 
the decree o f 2 January o f that year. The measure was wholly in 
the spirit o f the earlier colonial legislation in this field. It was taken 
with a view to national defence and because the exploitation of 
yerba mate had gradually begun to become attractive again. As a 
corollary to the new law, private individuals were forbidden in 
1848 to export yerba mate and timber. The foreign trade in these 
forest products became a state monopoly. Consequently, in 1854, 
54 per cent o f all exports were provided by the state. A legal 
settlement was promised to the villages which had timber and yerba 
reserves within their territory. No account was taken of the Indians 
who had taken possession of numerous yerbales under the dictator 
and they were never given the opportunity to assert their proprie
tary rights. In 1854, foreigners were forbidden to purchase land.

These measures were also intended to strengthen the position o f 
the state as much as possible and to provide it with as large an 
income as possible. That was also to some extent necessary, since 
little tax was paid and the taxable export package was limited, as 
were the possibilities for floating state loans on the domestic capital 
m arket.30

The result of all these developments was that nearly the whole 
o f Eastern Paraguay had passed into state hands by the end o f the 
period o f rule o f President C.A . López - although this had in fact 
happened by as early as 1849. Only a small part of the population

29 Benitez 1990:193-6; Pastore 1972:121-3; Reber 1995:504-5.
30 Galeano Romero 1995 ( =  1972):315; Nickson 1993:353; Pastore 1972: 123-4.
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could still claim proprietary rights; the majority o f Paraguayans 
who earned a living from agriculture were tenants or squatters. The 
forests, with their fruit and timber, and the waters were no longer 
wholly común a todos los habitantes. The state allowed private 
individuals to cut timber in the state forests only if they paid for it, 
while yerba (which was again an important export product) could 
be collected only after a concession had been granted by the 
state.31

According to a survey compiled by the Hungarian, W isner de 
(von) M orgenstern, shortly after the war with the Triple Alliance, 
the state owned no less than 16,329 of the 16,590 square leguas (or 
311,063 km2) o f the national territory in 1865. Only 261 square 
leguas o f land were therefore privately owned 32. This meant that 
the m ercantilist state, for which the dictator Francia had laid the 
foundations and which had been further extended by President 
López, had acquired almost total control o f the nation’s basic 
natural resources by the early 1860s.

W hile the position of the state had been further strengthened, 
that o f the dominant social group remained more or less unchanged 
under C .A . López. Although they suffered some disadvantage from 
the decrees of 1843 and 1846, most of the élite retained their rights 
to the land and livestock that they had acquired. M oreover, they 
profited from the strengthened position of the m ercantilist state and 
from the enlargement o f the pool o f cheap labour created by the 
partial proletariansation o f the inhabitants of the 21 Indian villa-

'X'Xges.33
President C.A . López himself became one of the largest land

owners at that time. Through his marriage with Juana Pabla C arril
lo, he became the owner of a cattle ranch in Villa del Rosario. He 
also had a family estate in Recoleta and a family farm in Olivares. 
V idaurreta, cited by Martinez Cuevas, states that the large estancia

31 Pastare 1972:131,161.
32 A square legua was equal to 1875 ha. Wisner de Morgenstern based his 

figures on the boundaries which had been allotted to Paraguay in the secret 
treaty o f the Triple Alliance o f 1 May 1865 (Wisner de Morgenstern 1903: 
767).

33 Pastare 1972:131.
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adjoining the Ariguatá guard-post (guardia) on the Rio Paraguay 
was the property of López and that it had an area o f about 14 
millas. A large number of cattle and sheep grazed on the fertile 
land and maize and manioc were grown. Page, also cited by M ar
tinez Cuevas, records as a property o f C.A. López the estancia  
Capieponio Guazú. The president also made provision for sufficient 
state income, notably by declaring the trade in yerba mate a state 
monopoly, to enable him to rake in a princely remuneration. His 
family also acquired large properties, because the president decreed 
the transfer o f extensive state lands. Venancio López became the 
ow ner o f the former state estancia o f San Joaquin, Francisco 
Solano López acquired the state cattle ranch in Catiguáa, Vicente 
Barrios gained possession o f the el Salado ranch, and Benigno 
López acquired the San Ignacio ranch, with all its cattle and horses, 
plus a plot o f land in Asunción at the corner of Independencia 
Nacional and Cuatro Esclavos. Besides land, the López clan also 
owned large cattle herds. Each member of this ‘clan’, in fact, 
accumulated extensive domains over the years, provided with title, 
as if aping the great estancieros o f the pam pas. They formed 
virtually the whole élite of Paraguay. There were scarcely any other 
large landowners, not even foreign ones, who could incidentally no 
longer acquire land after 1854.34

Resistance to the developments which took place under the 
Consul and then President C.A . López was far from easy for the 
large mass of the ordinary population, certainly not through the 
Congress. López dammed in the potential parliamentary opposition 
by limiting the active and passive franchise. As the mercantilist 
state further extended and private landownership declined in relative 
importance, he also reduced the size o f the Congress. W hile the 
latter still consisted of 400 members in 1842, who were chosen 
from the land-owning class by all the vecinos, the number was 
reduced to 300 in 1844 and fixed at 200 for later elections, with the 
additional requirement that the candidate had to be a landowner. It 
was decreed in a law o f 3 November 1856 that there would be only

34 Martinez Cuevas 1987:191-2; Pastore 1972:132; Pendle 1967:18; Williams
1973b:423; Williams 1979:133.
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100 members of Congress in future and the active franchise was 
also drastically limited. In the future, residents would enjoy active 
and passive franchise only if they satisfied certain criteria: ow ner
ship o f land, capacidad regular, a good reputation, a proven patrio
tic attitude and the possession of all civil rights. This deprived the 
m ajority o f the (landless) Paraguayan population o f the opportunity 
to extort landownership rights through the Congress. Paraguay had 
been split into two segments: one consisting o f landowners enjoying 
active and passive franchise and the other of the landless without 
those rights. Neither the landowners nor the state had any interest 
in changing the situation. This meant that, under President C.A . 
López (and in fact also under his successor), the route to a ‘norm a
lisation’ o f property relationships, in the sense o f an extensive 
privatisation o f landownership, had been blocked.35 The Paraguay
ans’ aspirations to become landowners (where these existed), were 
consequently not realised.

The land tenure situation after 1840

Under President C.A . López, Paraguay remained a country of 
small, predominantly subsistence farm ers, who generally did not 
farm more than 12-18 cuerdas of land. They were ow ners, rented 
small patches o f land from the state and, to a lesser extent, from 
private individuals, still at low rents. About 30 per cent of the small 
farm ers at that time were tenants. There was also a good number of 
poor country people who had simply squatted on unused patches of 
private or state land. Many o f them were women, but overall 
figures are lacking. A number of small owners were involved in 
disputes over the splitting up o f land following the ow ner’s death. 
Some had so little land (sometimes only one square cuerda) that its 
produce made only a very modest addition to other sources of 
incom e.36

Even under President C.A. López, there were still possibilities 
for buying state land. According to Reber, buyers were being

35 Pastore, 1972:165-9.
36 Susnik 1992:84-5,88.



878 Chapter 18

sought at that time, because the government was not wholly satis
fied with the inadequate manner in which rented land was som e
times used and, besides, plenty o f land could be privatised, but 
most Paraguayans had little capital and the government provided no 
financial facilities (apart at least from acquisition in stages through 
leasing followed by purchase). M oreover, the conditions which had 
discouraged land purchase under Francia (such as favourable 
leasing terms) still existed. According to Susnik, however, there 
was already more trading in land than under Francia, partly thanks 
to the economic recovery which occurred under President López. 
W here state land was purchased, it was bought, according to 
Susnik, mainly by the new élite, who were favoured in a rather 
arbitrary manner, although a good number o f small plots o f  a few 
dozen cuerdas were also purchased. Areas o f land were also gran
ted to people from time to time under the López government, but 
less so than under the dictator Francia. The Consuls López and 
Alonso also proceeded to undo certain unjust confiscations made by 
Francia by returning the expropriated properties or by paying 
com pensation.37

In 1862 the leasing out o f state land yielded 83,000 pesos. 
Adding the income from the estancia produce raised the figure to 
253,204 pesos, a sum equal to 10 per cent of the state income (90 
per cent came from exports).38

There were also landless households at the time o f C .A . López. 
Viola states, for example, that San Antonio had a large number of 
landless households in the 1840s. They worked partly as agregados 
on the landow ners’ farms. Nevertheless, according to Reber, the 
situation was considerably more favourable until 1870 than in other 
Latin American countries, such as Argentina, Brazil and Mexico. 
The dictator Francia and the presidents López did more for sm all
holders than the other Latin American governments. M oreover, the 
rural population had relatively easy access to land (as tenants or, if 
need be, as squatters) and paid little tax or rent.39

37 Reber 1995:504; Susnik 1992:83,86-7.
38 Susnik 1992:81.
39 Reber 1995:524; Viola 1998:47.
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Developm ents at the time of the war with the Triple Alliance

No drastic changes occurred, on balance, in the field o f rural 
property relationships during the disastrous war with the Triple 
Alliance. There was no time for a political debate on a possible 
further privatisation of landownership, even if there had been a 
need for one. Everything was dominated by the struggle and by the 
need to guarantee the country’s survival as an independent nation.

One o f the most remarkable events o f the period 1865-70 was 
the sale o f 95,769 km2 o f state land to Elisa Alicia Lynch, the Irish- 
born mistress and protégée of President Francisco Solano López, 
who also made her his heir.40 The sale comprised 4,375 km2 of 
campos and bosques between the Pilcomayo and the Bermejo; 
33,175 km2 o f bosques, yerbales and campos north o f the Río Apa; 
and 3,105 square leguas (58,219 km2) o f campos, bosques and 
yerbatales in Eastern Paraguay between the Apa and the Jejuy. The 
latter lands were situated in the department o f Villa del Salvador, 
between the rivers Itamará-Guazú, Aguaray-Guazú and Aguare- 
bebée. Mrs Lynch also came into the possession between 1865 and 
the end o f 1869 o f 29 immuebles (estates) in and around Asunción: 
26 in the capital, one in San Lorenzo and two in Lam baré. The 
purpose o f the land sales -  incidentally at below the current market 
price -  was said to have been to provide Paraguay with income 
during the war, but it is also possible that President F .S . López 
simply wished to prevent the lands being annexed by A rgentina and 
Brazil, since Mrs Lynch possessed British nationality, which might 
have meant that the British would protect her interests.

W appäus provides information about the prevailing prices o f 
state land at that time. According to him, the governm ent was 
selling grazing lands at 1,800 pesos per square legua and the same 
area o f arable land for 6,000 p eso s .41

M rs Lynch did not become the first large private foreign land
ow ner in post-war Paraguay. A large part of the land in question 
was situated in the area that was soon lost to Brazil and Argentina

40 For this theme, see Pastore 1972:148-55. Further, González 1984:37.
41 Wappäus 1867:1163. According to this author, a square legua was 1743 ha.
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after the war. Neither country recognised the claims o f Mrs Lynch 
and her heirs and Great Britain did not come to her aid. Her claims 
to the land that was situated in Paraguay were also regarded as 
unlawful. It was argued during the legal action that the law o f 1843 
permitted only the sale of lotes o f one to four square leguas, but 
only if these had first been rented for eight years. The direct sale of 
large areas was in conflict with the law, while yerbales were, 
m oreover, explicitly excluded from alienation. It was also forbidden 
to sell land to foreigners, certainly in the frontier zone. There was 
also doubt whether the land had been paid for and, if so, whether 
the money had indeed been used to finance the war. The final 
outcom e o f all the bickering was that the land was never effectively 
occupied by Mrs Lynch or her heirs. The transaction nevertheless 
remains interesting, because it can be seen as the first official 
attempt to privatise a large area o f state land, something that would 
happen on a large scale during the years 1883 to 1904.

The López family incidentally suffered the same fate as Mrs 
Lynch as far as its properties were concerned. In 1870, the proper
ties which the two presidents López and their family had acquired 
were confiscated.

Balance sheet of the period 1811-70

The developments during the period 1811-70 can be summarised as 
follows. Apart from the large territorial loss that Paraguay suffered 
through the war with the Triple Alliance (see Chapter 3), the most 
rem arkable development was the considerable growth in the area of 
tierra fisca l, which resulted in nearly the whole territory o f Para
guay being regarded as state land on the eve of the war. Only a 
small number o f people could call themselves landowners; the great 
m ajority were tenants or squatters. Even the forests and yerbales 
were not freely accessible to the whole population. The underlying 
explanation is that not only the dictator Francia, but also López 
father and son, wished to see an economically strong state; the 
interests o f individual land users were therefore subordinated to 
those o f the state. What is further important for a proper understan
ding o f the developments, however, is the fact that the political élite
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gained a much more independent position after 1811 than previous
ly. This enabled them to eliminate two important groups o f land 
users who had been more or less protected by the Spanish Crown 
throughout the colonial period. One group consisted o f the Church 
(more specifically, certain monastic orders) and the other was that 
o f  the Indians.

At first glance, the period 1811-70 does not appear to have been 
characterised by competition for land between different groups of 
private land users, or only to a limited extent, but rather by a 
collision between general state interests and the personal interests of 
citizens. But that is only partly true, since the functioning o f the 
state under the leaders who were in power until 1870 was, in fact, 
largely influenced, if not wholly determined, by the ideas o f the 
ruling élite. This élite included many people from the form er circles 
o f encomenderos and larger landowners. Many o f them had always 
regarded the Indians and clergy as competing land users, and the 
clergy (more specifically, the Jesuits) also as competitors for the 
use o f labour.

Besides the Church and the Indians, it was mainly those who 
could not satisfactorily prove their proprietary rights in the 1820s 
or subsequently, whose interests were harmed.

The developments we have sketched were not the result o f 
significant changes in the availability of land. Not only in 1811, but 
also in 1870, there was still plenty of land available in the Región  
Oriental outside the more densely populated environs o f Asunción. 
The developments were, on the contrary, the result o f the existing 
international and national power relationships, the latter coloured by 
the ideas of the élite.

D e fa c to  access to the land was not appreciably restricted by the 
measures we have described, since it remained possible to lease 
land or to settle somewhere as a squatter. It was only de ju re  access 
that was limited. Many country dwellers, however, including 
Indians, did not attach so much value to formal rights as long as 
they - as tenants or as simple squatters - could grow the food they 
needed. In those instances where this became a problem , there were 
generally ways round it. This incidentally also explains why, with a 
few exceptions (such as the conflicts between Mbayáes and colo
nists in northern Paraguay), there were so few open and straight
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land conflicts, any more than there had been in the colonial period. 
It was not until after 1880 that the Paraguayan rural population 
would become aware o f the adverse consequences o f the absence of 
well-defined and officially recognised private landownership titles.

The policy pursued in the period 1811-70 affected not only the 
East Paraguayans but, in the long run, also the population o f the 
Chaco. Because o f its hostile indigenous population, poor communi
cations and limiting natural conditions, this region remained until 
1870 almost wholly the domain of indigenous groups, who in 
reduced numbers - tried to continue their traditional way o f life as 
normally as possible. They were not, however, granted any formal 
rights to the land or considered to have any, which meant that, after 
1870, when the occupation of the Chaco did begin, their land 
claims lacked a formal legal basis.





This two-part study presents a systematic and detailed 

overview of the settlement pattern, the use of labour, the 
acquisition o f land, arable farming, livestock ranching, yerba 

gathering, craft industries and various other economic 
activities, as well as of the size and composition of the 

population of Paraguay in the period from the beginning of the 
sixteenth century until 1870. Considerable attention is paid in 

the treatment of the various subjects to the dynamics which 
were at work during this long period. This thematically 

structured historical geography not only summarises nearly all 

the relevant literature, but also brings together all the available 
statistical material for the period up to 1870.

Numerous maps and figures support the text. The extensive 
bibliography offers the possibility for further study. /Is such, 

the book is the most comprehensive study o f the Spanish 
colony and o f the young independent nation of Paraguay up to 

the War of the Triple Alliance. Its exhaustive indexes help to 
make this book on Paraguay a first class reference work.
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