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The historian Charles Gibson, in his seminal study of colonial Tlaxcala,
remarked that there were times when “Indians accepted one aspect of Span-
ish colonization in order to facilitate their rejection of another.”” This situ-
ation is illustrated by the role often played by native élites, whose partial and
complex collaboration in Congquest and colonial agendas represents the
fourth antidesolation indicator. At the highest level of native leadership, that
of the Mexica and Inca emperors, such collaboration served only to buy time.
But while Moctezuma and Atahuallpa lived, even as captives, their policies
of collaboration and appeasement served to save native lives and prevent full-
scale wars. The Moctezuma of myth—invented by Franciscans and Tlatelol-
cans and perpetuated by modern historians from Prescott to Tuchman—was
no artful collaborator. But the real Moctezuma was the most successful ruler
the Mexica empire had known; “the most dynamic, the most aggressive, the
most triumphantly self-confident of all,” in Fernandez-Armesto’s words,
Moctezuma “outstripped all predecessors” with campaigns that ranged over
some 150,000 square miles and continued even after Cortés had taken up
residence in Tenochtitlin. Cortés later claimed to have captured Moctezuma
soon after reaching the city, but it is clear from descriptions of the emperor’s
activities in other Spanish and native sources that his arrest did not take
place for months. Meanwhile, the Mexica ruler spun a web of confusion
around the Spaniards, who remained unsure right up to their disastrous and
bloody escape from Tenochtitlin whether to expect submission, deadly du-
plicity, or open hostility.™ Atahuallpa’s capture was more immediate, but
even as a captive he was able to plot and strategize, temporarily containing
the Spaniards and using them to win his own war against his brother.

The high status of Moctezuma and Atahuallpa made them unsuited in
the long run for the roles of puppet rulers and condemned them to death at
the hands of Spaniards. Lesser native rulers, however, were able to negotiate
their way out of captivity and execution, or avoid imprisonment altogether,
and be confirmed in office by the colonial authorities. Don Pablo Paxbolon
is a good example of such a ruler who was able to maintain this dual status
throughout his long reign/rule, partly because his small kingdom was of
relatively little interest to Spaniards. In contrast, Manco Inca Yupanqui’s king-
dom attracted so much Spanish attention that he soon rebelled against his
dual status. As well as being Inca (meaning “emperor™) by right of succes-
sion, Manco was confirmed in office as regent of Peru by the Spaniards in
1534 and was supposed to function as a puppet of the colonial régime (see
Figure 16). But by 1536 the conditions of compromise had become too oner-
ous, and the abuse of the Inca’s family and retainers by the Pizarros and their
associates had become intolerable. Manco fled the capital of Cuzco, raised
an army, and laid siege to the city for a year before retreating into the Andes,
where an independent Inca kingdom lasted until 1572. Meanwhile, in 1560,
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Fig, 16, “Matco Inca, raised up as Inea king,” in Moeva cordnica v buen gobierno,
by don Felipe Huantan Poma de Ayala (1615).
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Fig. 17, "The Xiu Family Tree,” probably by Gaspar Antonio Chi (¢ 1557),
updated by don Juan Xiu (c. 1683).

126



The Indians Are Coming to an End 127

Manco's son Titu Cusi became Inca, later becoming baptized and negotiating
a rapprochement with the Spanish. Although his brother, Tupac Amaru, and
other family members were executed in 1572 as rebels, Titu Cusi, his descen-
dents, and other members of the Inca nobility were able to maintain consider-
able economic and political status within colonial Peru for centuries.”

Inca survival paralleled in many ways the perpetuation of status by Mocte-
zuma's relatives and descendents. While they lacked their pre-Conquest po-
litical clout, their local social and economic significance was underpinned
by confirmation of titles and honors by the Spanish crown.™ Likewise, most
of the highest-ranking noble Maya families, as a result of protracted nego-
tiations through a Conquest decades long, succeeded in preserving their lo-
cal status as community rulers in return for accepting Spanish political
authority at a regional level. The Spanish governor of Yucatan became the
halach uinic (provingal ruler) but the noblemen of dynasties such as the Cocom,
Pech, and Xiu remained as batabob (local rulers or town governors) for the
next three centuries.

The Xiu were among the most powerful noble families in Yucatan before
and after the Conquest.™ Figure 17 illustrates through the medium of a fam-
ily tree the perpetuation of the Xiu dynasty’s sense of historical legitimacy
through the Conquest period. The semimythical founding couple are sup-
posed to have lived centuries before the Conquest, while the named individu-
als run from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. Drawn in the 15505 by Gaspar
Antonio Chi, and updated over a century later by a member of one branch
of the family, the tree exhibits a complex mix of Maya, Nahua, and Spanish
cultural elements. The image evocatively exhibits the blend of change and
continuity, compromise and survival that underscored élite native adapta-
tion to colonial rule.

Most of the Xiu noblemen named in Figure 17 served as batabob, illustrat-
ing the flourishing of the native municipal community from the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries—the fifth indicator of postinvasion native vitality. One
of the native mechanisms of adaptation to colonial rule that fostered the golden
age of the native town was the ready adoption of the Spanish cabilde (town
council). The cabilde’s election, offices, and functions Spaniards imposed on
native towns early in the colonial period—or at least, Spaniards assumed they
did. In fact, native élites only appeared to create Spanish-style cabildos. Their
“elections,” if held at all, were but a veneer covering traditional factional ma-
neuvers and cycles of power sharing. Spanish titles such as alcalde (judge) and
regidor ( councilman) were adopted, but the numbers, rankings, and functions
of the officers followed local traditions, while many cabildos contained officers
with pre-Conquest titles. In some cases municipal governors were Spanish
appointed, but in many more instances native governors continued to func-
tion as they had before the Conquest, even keeping precolonial titles, ruling
for life and passing the positions on to their sons.™
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While Spaniards viewed native cabildos as products of colonialism, na-
tives initially adopted the framework of the cabilde as a superficial change
and then soon came to view it as a local institution rather than a colonial
one. This double perception is another example of Double Mistaken Iden-
tity, whereby both Spaniards and natives viewed the same concept or way of
doing something as rooted in their own culture. In this way, the native bor-
rowing of Spanish cultural elements did not represent native culture loss or
decline, but rather adaptability and vitality {the sixth indicator of post-Con-
quest native cultural vitality). Natives tended to view borrowings—be they
Spanish words, concepts, ways of counting, of worship, of building houses,
or of town planning—not as loans but as part of community practice and
custom. They viewed them not as Spanish, nor even as native, but as local.
And they were able to do this because of the integrity and flourishing of
semi-autonomous municipal communities. By the end of the colonial pe-
riod, there was little about native culture in most of Spanish America that
(in James Lockhart’s words) “could safely be declared to have been entirely
European or entirely indigenous in origin. The stable forms that emerged in
the long run often owed so much to both antecedents, with many elements
having been similar from the beginning and others now interwoven and
integrated, that identifying what belonged to which antecedent becomes to
a large extent impossible, and even beside the point.”™

Just as the violence and drama of the Spanish invasion gave way to gradual
cultural change, so did the immediate tragedy of native population decline
give way in the long run to opportunities of various kinds. The Andean
chronicler Huaman Poma warned in 1615 that the “Indians are coming to an
end,” and in demographic terms, a century after Spaniards began their con-
quests on the American mainland, this almost seemed a real possibility. The
rapid decline in the Native American population, beginning in 1492 and con-
tinuing well into the seventeenth century, has been called a holocaust. In
terms of absolute numbers and the speed of demographic collapse—a drop
of as many as 40 million people in about a century—it is probably the great-
est demographic disaster in human history.®

But the decline was not a holocaust in the sense of being the product of a
genocide campaign or a deliberate attempt to exterminate a population.
Spanish settlers depended upon native communities to build and sustain
their colonies with tribute, produce, and labor. Colonial officials were ex-
tremely concerned by the demographic tragedy of Caribbean colonization,
where the native peoples of most islands became extinct within a few de-
cades. That concern mounted with evidence of massive mortality on the
mainland during—and even preceding—Spanish invasions. What Spaniards
did not fully understand was the degree to which disease caused this disas-
ter. The arguments of a vocal minority—of whom Las Casas remains the
best known—that colonial brutality was the principal cause of the natives
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seeming to “come to an end” were taken seriously by the crown. As a result,
edicts were regularly passed that were designed to protect natives from colo-
nial excesses. Their impact was limited, but they reflected the important fact
that Spaniards needed Native Americans to survive and proliferate, even if
this was only so they could be exploited.

The combination of population decline and Spanish colonial dependence
upon a shrinking—and then very slow growing—native population actu-
ally provided opportunities for the survivors. One type of opportunity was
political. The relative stability of the ruling élite in Yucatan, and the few in-
stances of upstart families acquiring power as a result, was not paralleled
everywhere in Spanish America. In the Riobamba region of colonial Quito,
for example, the pre-Inca élite and the surviving families among the local
Inca nobility vied for power within the crucible of the Conquest and colo-
nial rule. The situation was skillfully manipulated by the Duchiselas, a fam-
ily that was prominent in the area before the Inca conquest but not a ruling
dynasty. The family welcomed the 1534 Spanish expedition under Sebastiin
de Benalcazar and as a result was granted a local lordship. By the 1570s they
parlayed this into the governorship of the town of Yaruquies. Over the next
two centuries the Duchiselas consolidated considerable regional political
power, established a land-based family fortune, and largely succeeded in in-
venting the dynasty’s deep-rooted historical legitimacy.®

The Duchisela family fortune was land based, and by the early seventeenth
century its patriarch, don Juan, and his wife, dofia Isabel Carrillo, owned
almost a thousand hectares of land. Indeed, land was another arena of native
opportunity in the Conguest’s wake. Contrary to common belief, Spaniards
did not come to the Americas to acquire land. The goal of conquistadors was
to receive an encomienda, a grant of native tribute and labor—mnot land. The
Spanish pressure on native communities to give up or sell land was not seri-
ous until later in the colonial period. In the sixteenth century there was a
great deal more land available to natives than before the Conquest. And with
the advent of iron and steel tools and a new array of crops and domesticated
animals, there were new opportunities for working that land.*

To be sure native peoples in sixteenth-century Spanish America faced
epidemics of lethal disease and onerous colonial demands. But they did not
sink into depression and inactivity because of the Conquest. Instead they
tenaciously sought ways to continue local ways of life and improve the qual-
ity of life even in the face of colonial changes and challenges. Furthermore,
the decline in population did not mean that native culture declined in some
or any sense. Native cultures evolved more rapidly and radically in the colo-
nial period as a result of exposure to Spanish culture and the need to adapt
to new technologies, demands, and ways of doing things. But as historians
of late-medieval Europe have observed, when populations were periodically
decimated by plagues and epidemics, this did not result in culture loss.
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All of this is ignored by the myth of native desolation, which subsumes
into “nothingness” the complex vitality of native cultures and societies dur-
ing and after the Conquest.* As Inga Clendinnen puts it, the mythic or “con-
ventional story of returning gods and unmanned autocrats, of an exotic world
paralyzed by its encounter with Europe, for all its coherence and its just-so
inevitabilities, is in view of the evidence like Eliza’s progression across the
ice floes: a matter of momentary sinking balances linked by desperate for-
ward leaps.”™ The next chapter looks at those floes—specifically, the notion
of Spanish superiority—and reveals that the ice is thin indeed.



