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resulted in the Indian kingdom of Totonicapdn reveals much
about the social and political tensions surfacing in the last years
of Spain’s American empire.

By spring 1820 almost all of Spanish America was in turmoil.
Independence movements raged in Mexico and in South Amer-
ica, and this violence lapped the borders of a still peaceful but
hardly tranquil Central America. To a large extent, events in
Spain had set these American uprisings in motion. Following its
defeats in the Seven Years’ War (1756—1763), the Spanish Crown
initiated sweeping reforms in the New World meant to tighten
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control of its empire and raise revenue to finance improved
defenses. State agents had managed to put these reforms only
partially in place, however, when Spain found itself again sucked
into war after 1793, this time as the somewhat reluctant ally of
revolutionary France. When the alliance threatened to crumble
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under the pounding of British guns, Napoleon, in May 1808,
kidnapped the Spanish king, invaded Spain, and put his brother
Joseph on the throne. The Spanish people fought back. They
established a regency for the abducted king and called a meeting
of a representative assembly, the Cortes, which, for the first time,
included delegates from the American colonies.
> In 1812 the Cortes, dominated by an urban bourgoisie under
the influence of the Enlightenment and aware that the survival
of the Spanish state rested on New World loyalty, produced a
constitution that limited the king’s power and offered equal status
to most Americans and Spaniards. King Ferdinand VII swore
obedience to the constitution from his exile in France, but when
the British finally restored him to the throne in 1814, he reneged.
like the Restoration French Bourbons, he learned nothing "H]\
lorgot nothing. Yet the drama continued, for in January 18;_6
an army revolt led by Liberals forced him to accept for a second
time the 1812 constitution. As each twist in Spanish politics
intersected with the peculiar local conditions of different areas
ol the Americas, individual colonies opted for independence.
Central America appeared to be an exception to this general
movement toward independence. The Spanish called the isthmus
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a tiny Spanish and criollo (whites born in the New World) elite,
struggled successfully to keep a lid on the discontent of the Indian
and casta (mixed blood) majority. The immediate conflict was not
so much about independence as the reluctance of the lower orders
Ti6 pay the taxes that supported the regime. Guatemala’s indig-
“enous population by law was liable for a head tax called tribute.
So too, in theory, were the castas, but most ignored the tax, and
the state made little effort to collect from them. ‘Tribute in
Guatemala took a number of forms in the three hundred years
following the conquest in 1521. For example, until 1738 Indian
women as well as men had to pay the tax, and then, for a time,
unmarried and married men paid, but by the late eighteenth
century, tribute fell chiefly on married Indian men aged eighteen
to fifty. If by law tribute was a tax on individuals, in practice the
state assessed it by community, on the basis of rough, and often
out-of-date, population counts. Local Indian leaders had the
responsibility for collecting and delivering the levy in twice-per-
year installments to the Spanish. The Indians originally paid the
tax in kind, using cacao or cotton or whatever else was the local
roduct of commercial value, but in 1747 the Crown commuted
all such payments to coin, which had an important, if unantici-
pated, effect. Over the course of the centuries following the
institution of tribute, the money value of many of the commodities
used by the communities to pay the tax had changed. When the
new law converted these items to their eighteenth-century cash
equivalents, some villages found themselves owing much more,
often by two or three times, than that paid by other towns of
similar size. Whole regions saw taxes go up dramatically. Not
surprisingly, this produced complaints and calls for reform.

Crown officials began to study the problem in the 1780s and,
with customary dispatch, in 1801 adopted a plan for the nivelacidn,
or the leveling, of tributes. This involved new censuses and a
standardization of the amount due at sixteen reales, or two pesos,
per year for each Indian male. In fact, “leveling” was not exactly
what occurred. Those communities already paying more than
two pesos per tributary continued to be liable for the larger
amount; those paying less had their taxes “leveled” up to the
new figure.

The increases that resulted from nivelacion were quite substan-
tial in many instances, especially among the Indians of the western
highlands and the Verapaz. According to calculations by the
Guatemalan historian Manuel Ferndndez Molina, these increases
amounted to:
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residence of the province’s alcalde mayor (governor), which had
suffered large increases in the nivelacion reforms. A savage riot,
linked to land disputes with the town of Solola and to tributes,
had exploded in 1813, resulting in the wounding of the alcalde
mayor. In 1816, in San Miguel itself, town officials, led by the
primer alcalde (chief town council member) Atanasio Tzul, flatly
refused to collect tribute. Tzul had long been a leader in efforts
to resist the tax. At the time, he was about fifty-five years old, a
peasant farmer, and in addition to being primer alcalde, was head
of the important local clan of Lincag. Tzul and his fellow officials
took up per tributary only four reales for the community fund
and 2.5 reales to support the priest.

By 1818 the new governor of Totonicapan-Huehuetenango,
Manuel José Lara, was finding himself under increasing pressure
from Guatemala City to collect overdue tribute. The towns of
his district were some ffteen thousand dollars in arrears; this
debt jumped to almost thirty thousand dollars by 1820. Most
obstinate were San Miguel, which had paid practically nothing,
the nearby towns of San Francisco el Alto, San Cristobal Toton-
icapan, Momostenango, and Santa Maria Chiquimula, and, to
the north, Sacapulas, Cotzal, and Chajul. When his superiors
instituted legal proceedings against him, Lara protested that he
was powerless. Unceasingly, he claimed, he had crisscrossed the
highlands exhorting and threatening, but the towns either
appealed to the Audiencia or simply ignored his demands. Fur-
thermore, he complained, the Audiencia, worried about touching
off a general revolt, refused to allow him to punish offending
officials or communities. In Sacapulas, a severely frustrated Lara
pulled a knife on a threatening crowd and had to flee for his
life. Ladino troops restored order but could not collect tribute
cither. In Santa Marfa Chiquimula a mob assaulted the local
priest for urging them to pay. The crisis, the Audiencia feared,
threatened to get out of hand and spread Totonicapan’s “noxious
example” to other areas of the highlands. Without the tribute,
government revenues, particularly the salaries of crown officials,
would dry up.

Despairing of Lara, the Audiencia in late 1818 turned to a
former governor of Totonicapan, Prudencio de Cozar, and
appointed him special comisario de orden (commissioner of order)
to bring the Indians to heel. Cozar’s career in Guatemala was
typical of that of many officials in the late colonial period. A
Spaniard, he entered the military as a cadet in 1775 and in
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1780 advanced to officer. The early 1800s found him serving as
wing this gov-

overnor of Totonicapdn-Huehuetenango. Follo

crnorship, he reorganized and commanded the militia of the
region until 1813. After leaving royal service, Cozar filled vari-
ous offices on the city council of Quezaltenango, the largest
town in the western highlands and located some twenty miles
southwest of San Miguel Totonicapan. All of his activities since
1811, as he repeatedly pointed out, had been without official

salary.
Cozar visited town after town in Totonicapan-

Comisarto
o explain and threaten, but he met with no

Huehuetenango t
more success than had Lara. This already unpromising mission

became next to impossible with the arrival from Spain of the first
news of the 1820 liberal revolution and reinstatement of the 1312
constitution. Even after official publication of the document in
Guatemala in July 1820, however, disagreement continued
among crown officials (as it has among writers on the topic since)
as to whether this ended tribute for a second time. The Audiencia
argued that, in the absence of a specific ruling, restoration of
the constitution did not end tribute and continued its attempts
to collect the tax. The Audiencia’s interpretation only reinforced
Indian suspicions and resistance, convincing many that tribute
probably had not been reinstated in 1815. Delegation after del-
egation from the highland towns visited Guatemala City to ask
the truth of the Audiencia; each received the same answer and
d. San Miguel Totonicapan sent three del-
egations to the capital in the first months of 1820, at least one
of which was headed by Atanasio Tzul and by an individual
named Lucas Aguilar. Aguilar, about the same age of Tzul and,
like him, a small farmer, was also a longtime activist in antitribute
agitation and once had led a fumulto against the local priest over
the tax. But whereas Tzul was a member of the town’s hereditary
aristocracy, Aguilar was a macegual (commoner). He figured,
nevertheless, as an individual of considerable local importance
because of his wealth, his position as mayordomo (head) of the
important cofradia, or religious brotherhood, of Santisimo Sacra-
mento, and his evident leadership qualities. The Audiencia told
Tzul and Aguilar that, as far as it knew, tribute remained in
effect and that even if it were to turn out that the constitution
did abolish the tax, back tribute for the period 1815—1820 would

still be due.
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context of a given individual. A number of men, including Atan-

asio Tzul, had the status of principal in both senses.

Such were the justicias with whom Alcalde Mayor Lara and
Comisario Cozar had had so little success. The Audiencia finally
ordered Cozar to “pacify” the towns and put an end to the
resistance. In March and again in April 1820, Cozar ordered
Tzul, Aguilar, and the other rebellious authorities of San Miguel
to appear in Quezaltenango to explain themselves. They refused,
saying that if Cozar wished to talk to them he could come to
Totonicapan, but they threatened to cut off his head if he did!
Clearly, the alcalde mayor had little control over even his chief
town.

In the early months of 1820 it was, in any event, not so much
San Miguel but the neighboring town of Santa Marfa Chiquimula
that took the leading role in actively resisting tax demands. Most
of the towns around Totonicapdn were land poor, but Santa
Maria’s situation was particularly difficult. With a growing pop-
ulation and few resources, the aggressive Chiquimulas invaded
or rented the lands of their more fortunate neighbors, migrated
to distant townships in search of land and work, and engaged in
long-distance trade. They were not about to pay unnecessary
taxes.

After repeated clashes with their own town authorities, on
March 17, 1820, some two hundred inhabitants of Santa Maria
Chiquimula descended on San Miguel Totonicapéan to inquire
yet again of Alcalde Mayor Lara about tribute. They claimed to
know that a paper recently had arrived from the capital sup-
porting their position and demanded to see it. Because Lara was
out of town, the Chiquimulas, soon Jjoined by a large number of
Indians from San Miguel led by Lucas Aguilar, congregated in
[ront of the licutenant governor’s house, yelling that Lara was a
robber and demanding to see the document. The lieutenant

povernor, with a howling mob at his door, ordered the scribe of
the town council to read the only newly arrived order he could
lind, which dealt not with tribute but with taxes for the support
ol the priest at Santa Maria Chiquimula. Not satisfied, Aguilar
‘took the voice of the crowd” and threatened the licutenant
governor, and the mob roughed up the scribe, saying that he
cither was lying or could not read. Several Justicias who soughi
(o calm the Indians found it necessary o take refuge in the
licutenant governor’s house. The crowd then dispersed, the Chi
(uimulas returning o their village, and the residents of San



50 The Human Tradition in Latin America

Miguel going to Aguilar’s house to discuss what to do. When the
lieutenant governor learned, or so his informants warned him,

that the Indians planned to kill him that night “because they
wanted no ladinos in the town,” he bundled himself and his family
out of San Miguel.
The conflict simmered. Cozar, with little force available to back
up his threats, adhered to the standard axiom of Spanish colonial
government: do little, and that slowly. Aguilar and Tzul, for their
part, continued to meet with groups from other towns to discuss
the situation, and, periodically, they clashed openly with Lara;
neither side, however, seemed able or willing to force the issue.
Suddenly, in early summer, the situation at Totonicapan
exploded, touched off by the July 5 arrival in San Miguel of “the
papers of the constitution.” Apparently, the villagers were expect-
ing something, for they went out to meet the mail carrier arriving
from Guatemala City and brought him into town accompanied
by “riotous” celebrations. One of the most intriguing, unanswered
questions about the rebellion concerns the exact nature of these
“papers,” to which various participants refer but never describe.
The Spanish at the time, and some writers Since, believed that
the leaders of the outbreak had contact with proindependence
agitators in the capital and that these papers might have been
such a link. But crown officials who questioned the leaders of
the uprising after its repression, although clearly aware of the

existence of the papers and interested in connections to Guate-
mala City, failed to pursue t

he topic. Who sent the papers? Of
what did they consist? One source speaks

of five printed items.
Probably the papers were copies of the constitution, together
with the explanations of key passages €a

rlier translated into

Indian languages. Individuals or a group of proindependence
enthusiasts in the capital may well have sought to stir up trouble
for the Spanish authorities in the countryside by encouraging
the Indians’ just complaints. What Tzul, Aguilar, and their sup-
orters said the papers were (remember, only the scribe of the
cabildo and perhaps a few others among the Indians, but not
Tzul or Aguilar, could read) was confirmation of the end of

tribute.

The papers proved too, the leaders argued, and here they
more clearly erred, that the Crown never had reestablished trib-
ute. To the cries of “thief,” Alcalde Mayor Lara fed the town the

next day for Quezaltenango and the protection of Comisario Gosar.
Aguilar and Tzul, with their supp

orters, cornered S('vcl‘aljm‘:’.ir:ia‘s
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town church; his wife, Felipa Soc, donned that of Saint Cecilia,
obtained from the image of the cofradia of that name. Tzul’s
regalia——Spanish three-cornered hat, pants, shoes, and sword —
he took, with no apparent conscious irony, from an available
costume for the Dance of the Conquest, a dance performed by
Indians on festival days and that commemorates the defeat of
the Indians by the Spanish conquerors.

Real power, however, lay with Lucas Aguilar. It was Aguilar
who “raised the cofradias” and led the crowds; his son carried his
‘avitations and orders to the neighboring towns and his messages
to Guatemala City. Delegations from other towns visited him
chiefly, and it was at his house that meetings took place and that
doubting justicias and ladinos were interrogated and punished
(one claimed to have had his ear cut off). It is of interest, and
probably indicative of their perspective, that Aguilar, Tzul, and
others spent one evening trying to repair a paper picture of King
Ferdinand. Aguilar took the title of “president” under Tzul, the
king. This, of course, followed the pattern of titles within the
Spanish imperial system in which the president of the Audiencia
of Guatemala served under the king of Spain. President was the
highest title to which Aguilar, as a commoner, might logically
aspire, and it was an office, within the experience of the Indians,
of great day-to-day power. The king might rule, but like God,
was far away, whereas the president was an all-too-concrete
reality.

The flight of Lara and the coronation of Tzul forced Cozar
to take more active steps. Even so, he could not act precipitously
because he lacked an adequate armed force to move against the
towns. The colonial government of Guatemala maintained few
regular army troops. Most of these it stationed in the capital to
maintain order and on the north coast for defense against the
British and pirates. To control the countryside the state relied
on a militia made up of some Spanish and creole officers but
filled out mainly with small-town and rural ladinos and castas
drawn to the units by fueros (legal privileges granted to those
connected with the military). The core of the forces available to
Cozar were four battalions of town militia from Quezaltenango.
These he claimed to have organized, or reorganized, himself
between 1811 and 1813, but, he now lamented, they had been

allowed to fall into disarray in subsequent years. It took time to
get the troops into shape and to arm them with muskets from
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chickens.” They dragged people from their houses and put nooses
around their necks to terrorize them into revealing hidden weap-
ons or, of probably greater immediate interest to the troopers,
more loot. Militia members bayoneted one woman repeatedly,
reportedly because she attacked them with a stick of firewood.
She later died, but Cozar denied any necessary connection
between the two events. The Indians protested that at least three
villagers died from such abuse and complained that the priest
had refused them “the holy oils.”

The militia whipped dozens of Indians, as exemplary punish-
ment and in pursuit of hidden animals and goods. They “gave
them the leather,” one soldier recalled, for two days, and some
Indians were said to have received as many as three hundred
lashes. Few of the leaders tried to escape, and Tzul and Aguilar
fell prisoner without resistance. Either they did not understand
the gravity of their offense, which, given their past experience
and in spite of their protests of innocence, seems highly unlikely,
or, as Severo Martinez Peldez suggests in his book Motines de
Indios, they accepted responsibility for their actions and the pun-
ishment that would certainly follow as an inevitable consequence
of their role as community leaders. The purpose of the uprising
_was to call the Crown’s attention to the real and perceived abuses
of Spanish and Indian officials. In this the villagers succeeded
~but, that done, someone had to “take the fall” in order to maintain
the legitimacy of the system. One individual who did escape was
the town’s scribe, one of the few people who could have read
and testified to the contents of the famous papers.

The following day on August 4, Cozar sent thirty-four pris-
oners, including Tzul and Aguilar, in chains to Quezaltenango
for trial. What is striking in the leaders’ testimony is their will-
ingness to incriminate each other. Each claimed to be ignorant
of his supposed offenses, and each sought to shift the blame for
the disturbances to others. Aguilar, the first to be interrogated,
said that he did not know why he had been arrested but guessed
that it had to do with the soldiers finding some papers, about
which he knew nothing, in his house. He allowed the use of his
house for meetings at the request of the principales because it
was large, he said, but he had nothing to do with any whippings
of Indian officials or attacks on ladinos. Tzul, for his part, pro-
tested that it was not he but Aguilar who had ordered the other
towns to stop paying tribute and who had had the justicias beaten.

Tzul denied crowning himself

and said that he and others of the

N
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+ San Miguel thus were both a product and a cause of this unrest.
' But the uprising clearly did not have independence from Spain
~as its goal. It was in most ways 2 typical colonial riot against the
abuses of Spanish and Indian officials. The idea of a “king” scems
to have emerged chiefly because the uprising lasted much longer
than was normal in these cases. And it Jasted longer because of
the unsettled condition of the colony brought on by the situation
I . .
| in Spain, by the independence revolts under way to the north
| and south, and by the decade of resistance to tribute collection.
Whereas tax rebels in the early part of the century found them-
selves quickly rounded up and shipped off to serve stiff sentences
in the penal fortresses at Omoa on the Honduras coast and in
the isolated Petén, between 1818 and 1820 Guatemala’s Audiencia
moved slowly, fearing a race war and independence movement
such as had erupted to the north. Most witnesses remembered
that the festivities in Totonicapan included vivas for King Fer-
dinand. Indeed, and only slightly disingenuously, the tumullo’s
jailed leaders claimed not to understand why they had been
imprisoned simply for celebrating the king’s constitution.

Why did Totonicapan’s revolt not develop into a broader
Indian and casta uprising such as had occurred in Peru in the
1780s or in Mexico from 1708 to 1713 and during the nineteenth
century? Certainly the leaders tried, sending out calls to join
them not only to the towns of the district of Totonicapdn but
also to Indian communities in Solola and Quezaltenango. How-
ever, the Indians themselves were a product of the Spanish
colonial system or, more accurately, a product of the interaction
over several centuries of this system with indigenous institutions
and values. In Guatemala, this limited the Indians’ perspective
to the pueblo de indios (local community) and regularly blocked
or destroyed any institution above the municipality not under
direct Spanish control. Indian villages of highland Guatemala
remained isolated from each other by language and dialect, by
costume, by custom, and by the hostilities engendered in centuries
of conflict, chiefly over land, among themselves. What drew a
broad range of Indians to the 1708—171% Tzotzil-Tzeltal revolt
in Chiapas and the nineteenth-century Caste War in Yucatdn,
for example, and, more importantly, what held them together
over time, was messianic religion. This unifying element was
lacking in Totonicapdn. Contreras Suggests as a possible substitute
Tzul as a descendant of the last Quiché kings. A similar claim

colony of Guatemala. Alcalde Mayor Lara protested bi
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Maria Antonia Muniz:
Frontier Matriarch

John Charles Chasteen

As noted in the introduction to Part 1, Dom Pedro | proclaimed Brazil's
independence from Portugal in 1822 with a minimum of conflict or blood-
shed. Yet the imperial ambitions of Dom Jo&o VI (1808-1820) and Dom
Pedro | (1820-1831) caused considerable trouble for the inhabitants of
the region far to the south, the banda otiental, or eastern bank, of the
Plata River. Both the Spanish and the Portuguese coveted control of this
magnificent river system. During the colonial period the Spanish saw the
river as a vulnerable path to the famed plata (silver) mines of Potosi in
Bolivia. The Portuguese saw the Plata River as the most convenient way
to reach their western inland regions of Mato Grosso. After Argentina’s’
independence in 1816 and Brazil's in 1822, the two Latin American
behemoths continued to press for advantage in the area; both ignored
the challenge of the Uruguayan caudillo José Artigas, who fought for
independence of the region. In 1828 the Biritish forced Argentina and
Brazil to recognize an independent Uruguay as a buffer state between
them, but for years both of the larger nations continued to intervene in
Uruguayan politics.

The people who lived in the disputed territory suffered and profited in
their no-man’s-land. Maria Antdnia Muniz lived in the region for an
incredible ten decades, from her birth in 1762 to her death in 1870. She
married, brought up thirteen children, and, after the death of her husband
in 1824, indirectly managed the family estates.

John Chasteen’s essay raises various historical issues. For Maria
Antdnia, the frontier was a land of opportunity, much as the U.S. frontier
Was portrayed by the historian Frederick Jackson Turner. Frontier families,
like most families in Latin America, were large and extended. Maria
Antbnia’s experience suggests, however, that among family members
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