Aim:  How does war transform a society?

Topic:  Spanish Colonies and System of Mercantilism
Document #1


The places the Spanish conquered became known as colonies – conquered areas under the political and economic control of the monarch of the mother country (the conquering country).  A mother country and its colonies were known as an Empire.  For example, King Ferdinand II of Spain became the ruler of the Spanish colonies in Central and South America and the Caribbean.  The monarch would appoint a governor of the colony who answered directly to the European crown.  The governor and all top officials would be from the mother country and would represent the interests of the crown in all matters.  They were responsible for writing and enforcing the laws of the empire, organizing the colony’s military force, collecting taxes and settling property disputes.  

1. What is a colony?

2. What is a mother country?

3. Why do you think the monarchs insisted that all top colonial officials had to be from the mother country?

4. In you opinion, what do you think was the most important responsibility of the colonial governments?

Document #2:  A letter to King Charles of Spain from an advisor (1568)

Your Majesty, 



As you know, up until now, our colonies of New Spain have provided Spain with huge wealth in the form of gold and silver.  According to our people in the colonies, this source of wealth is rapidly becoming more and more scarce (unavailable).  If Spain is to continue to benefit from our colonies, we must focus on a resource that will provide wealth for your majesty for many years to come, namely land.  While goldmines can run out, the land could be used to create wealth for Spain forever.  The people across Europe have developed new tastes for agricultural (farming) products such as chocolate, coffee and of course sugar.  The British have already begun to increase their wealth by growing tobacco and cotton in their colonies in North America.  Furthermore, they have realized that these colonies also can provide British merchants with new markets in which to sell the more manufactured products that are made in Great Britain itself, such as furniture and farm equipment.  They call their system mercantilism.  I would humbly suggest to your majesty that we copy this system in our own colonies.  In order to make the most profit, we must insist that the colonies only sell their agricultural products and raw materials (iron, timber, etc) to Spain and only buy their finished manufactured goods from Spain.  Your Majesty can offer the Spanish settlers protection for their merchants s well as the use of the Native American population who will work on the plantations.  In exchange, Your Highness can collect taxes from each business while Spain reaps the wealth of a rich exchange totally reserved for your subjects.  Together, we shall grow rich beyond the wildest dreams of a gold merchant.  

1. Why does the advisor say that Spain’s future is not to be found in getting rich off of taking gold from its new colonies?

2. Why does the advisor say that the land is more valuable than gold?

3.  In addition to providing resources, list the ways that Spain could make money off of its colonies?     

Document #3 – The Rules of Mercanitilism

Rules of Mercantilism

1)  The Mother Country controls all trade

2) Colonies cannot trade and buy manufactured products with anyone else except the mother country

3) Colonies cannot sell raw materials to anyone except the mother country

4) The colony obeys the political rules of the mother country and is ruled by their King

5) The colony receives protection from the mother country

1)  What is the economic relationship between the colony and the mother country?

2)  What is the political relationship between the colony and the mother country?

3)  Who do you think benefits more from the relationship between the colony and mother country?  Why?

Document #4 – The Encomienda System

Spanish law allowed its colonies to trade only with Spain.  Growing sugar cane on large plantations (known as haciendas) became an important business activity in the colonial empire.  Because plantations needed so many workers, the Spanish created the encomienda system.  A conquistador, under this system was given land along with permission to demand labor from Native Americans in the area.  Native Americans who refused would be killed by the Spanish soldiers.  After many of the overworked Indians died, the Spanish brought slaves from Africa to do the work.  

1.  What was a hacienda?

2.  How did the Encomienda System work?

3.  Why did the Spanish begin to import slaves from Africa?

Sample Mercantilism Contract

Imagine you are going to be put in charge of a Spanish Hacienda and this is the contract you must sign.  

Read the Contract and answer the questions that follow.  


To the Honorable ________________________,


His royal majesty, King Philip II, has read and accepts your request to be given your own hacienda in our royal colony of Peru.  The king is most thankful for your loyal service as a conquistador in helping to conquer and put down the native population.  For your noble service, you will receive a hacienda of 200 acres.  In addition, we will write the royal governor of Peru to send you one platoon of soldiers to help govern your land.  However, this land grant has many responsibilities.  First, you will be responsible for producing at least 300 pounds of sugar a year, 10,000 pounds of iron ore, along with 3,000 pounds of timber.  While you have vast resources in your land, you are not allowed to produce any manufactured goods.  You will send all of your sugar, iron ore, and timber back to Spain, to be processed into finished goods.  You will then also be in charge of selling the finished goods we receive from you and our other colonies we ship back to Peru to the people in your jurisdiction and allow for safe movement of our merchants in your lands.  


 In addition, we must also warn you to follow the new colonial laws:  while you are in charge of the land and the natives it is very important that you do not abuse them.  The interests of the crown depend on the governors of our colonies to keep peaceful order.  Therefore, not only must the natives not be abused, but they must be given sustenance and shelter.  


I trust that you will follow our royal decrees to their fullest order and continue to bring glory great nation.  

· King Phillip II 
1) What was your job?  Why is King Phillip of Spain changing your job?

2) How are you supposed to use the land that you are being given by the King?

3) What do the “new” laws require you to do?  Why do you think these laws were written?

4) In which ways does Spain restrict your economic activities?

5) How do you benefit from the agreement?  How did Spain benefit from the agreement?  Who, in your opinion, benefits more?  Explain.  

