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The New World



The geography of the Americas

Geography was a significant aspect in making any ‘comparison
between the colonies of British and Spanish America. Although there
were clear geographical differences among the 13 British colonies,
the natural environment did not offer major o obstacles which isolated
them from each other or preclude communications and eventually
unification. wnhm Latin America the steep mountains and wild
rivers dividing regions were formidable obstacles. The geography

of Laﬁn erica helps to explain the differences among its
movemn: ts and its subsequent development into
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highly organized hierarchical societies such as the Inca, Maya 4nd
Aztec which necessitated a period of conquest that was bloody
relatively brief. By the late 18th century, most of these groups s
Spanish America had been subdued, but not all. In this perio
British North America was still ringed by native tribes who wyere
resentful of British encroachment on their territory-



Political control
The administration and government of the British and Iberian
f those of the

colonies were in many ways an expression o
motherlands. The political organization of the Iberian empires in
America reflected the centralized, absolutist regimes of their home
countries. From 1516 to 1700, Spain and the Spanish Empire were
ruled by the Habsburg monarchy. In theory, and to some degree in
practice, the authority of the Spanish king was supreme in the
Americas. Spain had an extensive body of laws dealing with the
administration of the new world, which created an extremely large
and complex bureaucratic and legal system. Although these legislative
pronouncements tended to work in the major administrative centers,
‘outlying areas they were often ignored. Spanish colonies were
Leir noncompliance with the laws of the empire.
in the Spanish colonies were Spanish-born
e creoles were virtually excluded
political institution that satisfied
was the cabildo (town council). In
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t when foreigners

not compete with
allowed to m";‘l’m‘l goods; it also meant tha
pecial goods mﬁeinthe colonies, prouecnonistmxeswo uld make

.mﬁa] powﬂs n thdaueiry competitive. Mercantilism guided the
economic relationships wlth their celonies.




shortages and high prices of the Spanish monopoly became more
flagrant, prompting the colonists to create their own solutions. Thus,
Spanish colonies began to engage in trade among themselves, and
intra-continental trade developed a vitality of its own independent of
the transatlantic trade. As a result, the colonies saw a rise in new classes
of élites in their societies. And with élites, also came the downtrodden.

Social systems

The pattern of settlement and migration into the New World was
different for Spanish and British America. Spanish emigrants did not
come to the Americas as family units since conditions were more
demanding in their colonies, and opportunities were limited. Instead,
it was largely single men who came over as soldiers, officials, some as
laborers. The Spanish empire also had a much denser indigenous
population than British North America. Consequently, there was more
intermarriage or interracial relationships, and thus a large percentage
of mixed populations in the Iberian colonial regions. In the Spanish
colonial territories, racial classifications became very important as the
basis of maintaining class and power distinctions. Race was directly
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al make-up, and

dvancement. The
hey had
d were at
f Spanish

linked to social status in a society with a complex raci
where family connections were important for social a By
highest classes were the peninsulares—those born m's'paln, t
the most privileges, access to the highest political positions an
the top of the social hierarchy. The creoles, those who were 0 q
blood, but born in the Americas, were denied certain positions a(;’
privileges simply due to their place of birth. Since the chOIC.S an
peninsulares were preoccupied with their own conflicted social §latllS'
they did not notice the other social tensions that were developing.

Below the peninsulares and creoles were the mixed races or {aSms as
they were sometimes called. This group included mestizos (‘mlxed :
European/Native American) and mulattos (European/African) an

e o,

The castas: Race and social hierarchy

In the period immediately preceding independence, a whole
genre of art centered around visual classification of the castas, or
races, especially in New Spain. These were created almost like
modern trading cards, with each card representing a specific
marriage and the resultant child.

The image below is just one example of the intricate system that
was developed. However, this was not a perfect science; in some
respects, the designation given to people was based on visual
observations of priests or officials, and not based on actual unions
that led to birth. A person’s racial designation could be changed
through government service or purchase; in the later days of the
Spanish Empire (when money was in short supply in Spain), those
in the lower castas could purchase “certificates of whiteness” that
would elevate them. This was only available to those who reached
a certain level of affluence, but it showed that there was still an
opportunity for upward mobility in Spanish American society.

A Native American man and his mixed-race wife, from a seri :
marriages in Mexico, Mexican school, 18th century, s on mixed race

Spanish + African = mulatto

Indigenous (Native American or Amerindj a0 i i
Spanish + indigenous (Native American or Amerindi:\t:)) - foba .
Spanish plus castizo (mestizo + Spanish) = Spanish = mestizo

T




formed the majority of the population. Although these groups were
relegated to lower jobs and limited opportunities, there were those
who achieved wealth and therefore status, especially in cities with
sparse creole populations. At the bottom of the social system were the
Native Americans and those of African descent, including slaves. They
were considered decidedly inferior to the rest of the population and
faced brazen discrimination. Social mobility was extremely limited for
these groups; although some of them achieved wealth and success,
they remained excluded from the upper classes in the Spanish colonies.

Unlike the Spanish, those who migrated to British North America
usually came in family groups or even as whole communities, seeking
greater personal freedoms and/or greater economic opportunity.
Within English colonies, the social structure was largely based on
class, but there were always certain ethnicities that were treated as
less-than-desirable. In the early stages of colonialism, the Irish and
Catholics were seen as threats to colonial security; they were often
discriminated against, leading to their further migration westwards.

The class system that developed was based on economics rather
than family connections. Wealthy landowners were at the top.
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Tradespeople and small farmers formed the m.
and they were spurred on by the opportul
standards of living and attain social advan
It!simponamtoremembertbattwo.. 8r

Unlike Spamsh America th 'mpl"
idenuty and mixture was'absen -




