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THE DECLINE OF SPAIN:
A HISTORICAL MYTH?*

HISTORIANS, A RACE NOT EASILY UNITED, HAVE SELDOM BEEN MORE
in accord than over the “decline of Spain”. In Earl J. Hamilton’s
classic schema of 1938, Spain grew from rags to riches within a
century, and declined within another. An age of gold was succeeded
eventually by an age of copper. Hamilton, it is true, pointed out that
“strong biases have infused into economico-historical literature an
exaggeration of Spanish economic decadence”;! but he concluded
that the decline was in the last analysis too obvious even for bias to
distort. Writing some two decades later, the distinguished Catalan
historian Jaime Vicens Vives was equally aware of deficiencies in the
record, but concluded that “‘these exaggerations should not make us
forget the coincidence of extremely abundant evidence pointing to a
decline in herding, agriculture, industry and trade in the Spain of the
seventeenth century”.? The detailed researches of these and other
scholars, mostly French and Spanish, were summarized for English
readers in 1961 by J. H. Elliott in a thoughtful survey which placed
many factors in a more correct perspective. “We are faced”, he
reminded us, “with the problem not so much of the decline of Spain
as of the decline of Castile, which is something rather different”.
After a perceptive discussion he came nevertheless to the conclusion
of his predecessors: ‘‘it seems improbable that any account of the
decline of Spain can substantially alter the commonly accepted
version of seventeenth-century Spanish history, for there are always
the same cards, however we shuffle them”.3

It is now over fifteen years since Elliott’s article, and views have
been further modified and perspectives altered. It would be pleasant
to report a great advance in our knowledge of the period, but this has
not really happened. We do not, however, have the same cards.

* My thanks go to Professor Josef PoliSensky for his helpful comments when this
paper was read at the Ibero-American Institute in Prague.

t Earl J. Hamilton, “The Decline of Spain”, Econ. Hist. Rev., 1st ser., viii (1937-
8), pp. 168-79; repr. in E. M. Carus-Wilson (ed.), Essays in Economic History,
3 vols. (London, 1954-62), i, pp. 215-26, from which subsequent references to this
article are taken.

2 Jaime Vicens Vives, Manual de historia econdmica de Espafia (Barcelona, 1959),
p. 373; English translation (Princeton, 1969).

3 J. H. Elliott, “The Decline of Spain”, Past and Present, no. 20 (Nov. 1961),
pp- 52-75; repr. in T. H. Aston (ed.), Crisis in Europe, 1560-1660 (London, 1965),
pp. 167-93, from which subsequent references to this article are taken; quotations at

Pp- 173, 193.
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Recent research has opened up new lines of inquiry. Many well-
known writings, such as the original article by Hamilton, are now
seen to be seriously inadequate, and it is therefore timely to look at
some of their premisses and thereby also examine the current status
of the notion of “‘decline”.

What have historians meant by ‘“‘the decline of Spain”? They have
never meant simply that the empire crumbled, or that the peninsula
suffered grave reverses at a specific period; almost without exception
they have, like Hamilton, taken the global view of a nation and
empire that waxed rich and great, then fell away from greatness into
a disaster of epic proportions that affected every sector of society. At
the outset we need to keep in mind the two basic confusions in this
picture: an unwarranted identification of Castile with Spain, and a
crucial failure to distinguish between Spain and its empire. One other
confusion has received little attention. Any genuine concept of decline
must postulate a rise: but Spain never rose. So-called decline was
nothing less than the operation and persistence over an extended
period of basic weaknesses in the Spanish economy. The impression
of decline was transmitted by the clear and rapidly worsening con-
trast between imperial might abroad and organic weakness within.

* * *

The concept of decline has never been free from strong political
prejudices, and its dissemination owes a great deal to those very
sources that created the Black Legend. Hamilton recognized the
tendencies in anti-Spanish and Protestant writers to magnify the ills
of Spain, and to attribute them to causes such as the Inquisition.
Despite this, modern historians have failed to show enough scepticism
about the observations of non-Spaniards. The French, for example,
were precisely those most interested in maximizing Spanish weak-
nesses. They helped to create what I shall subsequently be referring to
as a “myth”. In the eighteenth century the official Bourbon attitude
to Habsburg rule within Spain was epitomized by a leading Spanish
economist: ‘“What was the whole of Spain before the august House of
Bourbon came to the throne? A corpse, without spirit or strength to
feel its own debility”’.* When the French invaded Spain in the early
nineteenth century, they too were concerned to present the same
picture. Napoleon ordered his brother Joachim to seek out appro-
priate documentation in the archives, “in order to publish one
day and make known the state of decadence into which Spain had
fallen”.’

4 The words are those of Antonio de Capmany, cited in H. Kamen, The War of
Succession in Spain, 1700-15 (London and Bloomington, 1965), pp. 25-6.
s Correspondance de Napoléon I, 32 vols. (Paris, 1858-69), xvii, p. 221.
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One very interesting aspect of these foreign reports is their
chronology. We would expect a pessimistic picture towards the end of
the seventeenth century, since this coincides with what historians
have told us about the chronology of decline. No study of the reigns of
Philip IV and Charles II is complete without the damning ob-
servations of an English, Italian or French traveller or diplomat.
Antoine de Brunel, Seigneur de St. Maurice, who visited the country
in 1655, was a sympathetic and intelligent observer, but an inflexible
purveyor of decline: “What completed her desolation was the general
expulsion of the Moors. ... Since that time Spain hath been a
desert”.% Francis Willughby, who travelled all round Spain in 1664,
left an excellent account of what he saw, but his explanations are
irresistible:

Spain is in many places, not to say most, very thin of people, and almost desolate.

The causes are: 1. A bad Religion. 2. The tyrannical Inquisition. 3. The multitude

of Whores. 4. The barrenness of the Soil. 5. The wretched laziness of the people,

very like the Welsh and Irish, walking slowly and always cumbred with a great

Cloke and long Sword. 6. The expulsion of the Jews and Moors. 7. Wars and

Plantations.”

A different problem arises when we find similar comments being
made, not in this epoch of apparently unquestionable decay, but in
the period when Spain is supposed to have been flourishing. These
must certainly force us to reconsider the question. At the very
beginning of the sixteenth century, when Spain was at the height of
its power, the Venetian envoys were commenting on those very
factors normally associated with decline. The Florentine ambassador,
Francesco Guicciardini, emphasized in 1512 that “poverty is great
here, and I believe it is due not so much to the quality of the country
as to the nature of the Spaniards”.® As Sverker Arnoldsson has
reminded us:

the contrast between daily poverty and immoderate fiestas; the desire to pretend to

be rich, in the midst of poverty; the contempt for commerce and manual labour;

the unwise policy of exporting raw materials . . . are concepts repeated constantly
in this century by Italian reports on Spain. Few Italian critics, when judging the
economy of Renaissance Spain, expressed admiration and enthusiasm.®
Here then were the fundamentals of ‘“‘decadence’ already well out-
lined. At the very peak of Spanish world dominion, in 1583, the
English publicist Hakluyt felt enough contempt for Spain to compare
it to “an empty vessel, which when smitten upon yieldeth a great

6 Antoine de Brunel, Voyage d’Espagne, curieux, historique et politique, fait en
Pannée 1655 (Paris, 1655); English translation, 4 Journey into Spain (London,
1670), p. 44-

771:);3[:13: Willughby, 4 Relation of a Voyage Made Through a Great Part of Spain
(London, 1673), p. 493.

8 Francesco Guicciardini, Viaje a Espafia (Valencia, 1952), p. 56.

9 Sverker Arnoldsson, La leyenda negra: estudios sobre sus origenes (Goteborg,
1960), pp- 86-7.
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sound and that afar off; but come near and look into them, there is
nothing in them”.1® For reasons largely of political antagonism the
western European nations were predisposed over a very long period of
time to consider Spain a colossus with feet of clay, whose imperial
strength was illusory. They were never conscious of any “‘rise” of
Spain. The commentators were closer to the truth than some modern
historians have been.

Decline was not, however, exclusively a foreign invention. We
know that Spaniards too were conscious of it, but their viewpoint was
inevitably quite distinct from that of the foreign observer. The word
decadencia (the equivalent of the English “decline’) was with few
exceptions absent from their works. They were aware rather of a
change in fortunes, and of a failure to achieve their aspirations.!!
Significantly, all the leading commentators were Castilians. The
problems and complaints were by no means exclusively Castilian in
nature — far from it!? — but the burden of unrealized hopes was felt
most acutely in Castile, which had always stood to gain most from the
promise of empire. In brief, the picture we get from Spanish as
against foreign writers is not one of precipitate decay but of lost
opportunity, of frustrated potential, of a Spain which for various
reasons never quite made it. The literature of the arbirristas, the men
who projected solutions, was not necessarily dominated by the spectre
of decline. Does this mean that Castilians never invoked an ideal
period since when Spain had decayed?

The truth is that they did. There had once been a time of success in
their history, but they located it before the accession of the Habs-
burgs, in the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella. This fact is crucial to
any discussion of the chronology of the “decline” myth. “That was
a golden time and a time of justice”, wrote the Castilian historian

10 Quoted in W. S. Maltby, The Black Legend in England (Durham, N.C., 1971),
p. 64.

11 Moncada referred to “loss (diminucion)” and “change (mudanza)”; others
called for a ‘“‘restoration” (Caxa de Leruela) or a “conservation” (Fernandez
Navarrete). Salazar y Castro referred to “debility (flagueza)”. A recent article by
J. H. Elliott, “Self-Perception and Decline in Early Seventeenth-Century Spain”,
Past and Present, no. 74 (Feb. 1977), pp. 41-61, looks closely at some contemporary
Spanish attitudes. J. A. Maravall, Estado moderno y mentalidad social, 2 vols.
(Madrid, 1972), ii, pp. 324, 349 note 146, follows an article by Azorin in Un discurso
de La Cierva (Madrid, 1914), and argues that contemporaries felt that Spain had
suffered a “‘deviation (desviacion)” from its path in the early modern period.

12 Catalans, Valencians and Aragonese felt equally strongly about the problem,
but seldom enjoyed the liberty to express themselves publicly. Their comments in
private writings were often fiercely anti-Castilian, as in Catalonia where Pujades
referred in his diary to “the curs of Castile”: cited in J. H. Elliott, The Revolt of the
Catalans (Cambridge, 1963), p.253; or in Valencia where the diarist Ignacio
Benavent referred to Charles II being “ill-advised by traitors” in Madrid: Real
Convento de Predicadores, Valencia, MS. 41.
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Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo, referring to Isabella’s reign.!* His
outlook was soon to become the standard one among Castilians. The
golden age was deemed to have ended in the opening years of the
sixteenth century, with the death of the Catholic Monarchs. When
Martin Gonzalez de Cellérigo published his Memorial in 1600, it was
to Isabella that he looked back. When Pedro Fernandez Navarrete
published in 1626 his important Conservacion de monarquias he too
identified the “‘good times” with Isabella’s reign.!* It is one of the
curiosities of Spanish history that most Castilian commentators
appear to have identified the coming of the Habsburgs with the
beginning of a reversal in fortunes.!’ Francisco Martinez de Mata,
who took up a messianic role in calling himself the “‘servant of the
afflicted poor” and who wrote his most significant work in the later
years of Philip IV, even put a date to the change. In his lengthy
Eighth Discourse (circa 1655) he referred to ““‘the happy state of Spain,
in both wealth and population, in the year 1518”1 (that is, a year
after Charles V’s arrival in the peninsula), and contrasted it to the sad
state of the same in 1575. We are quite safe in concluding that these
contemporary writers never shared the modern identification of the
so-called “‘golden age” of Spain with the great age of Habsburg
imperial hegemony.!” The laments of the arbitristas were not limited
to the seventeenth century; in their view Spain was on the wrong path
throughout the sixteenth century, after Charles V came to the throne.

There is nothing surprising about this attitude. Charles V’s
“election to the Empire, far from flattering national pride, furnished
further reasons for discontent’.!® The deepest resentment of all was

13 For this quotation and further comments, see H. Kamen, “Golden Age, Iron
Age: A Conflict of Concepts in the Renaissance”, JI. Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, iv (1974), pp. 135-6.

14 “These glorious monarchs [Ferdinand and Isabella] raised Spain to the highest
state of happiness and greatness it had ever known, in which it remained until
decline began”: Martin Gonzalez de Cellorigo, Memorial de la politica necessaria y
util restauracion a la republica de Espafia (Valladolid, 1600), p. 31. Likewise,
Ferdinand “established the greatness of this immense monarchy”’: Pedro Fernandez
Navarrete, Conservacion de monarquias (Madrid, 1626), p. 218.

15 They likewise greeted the end of the Habsburgs with undisguised relief. See the
famous incident at the reading of the will of Charles II, reported in William Coxe,
Memoirs of the Kings of Spain of the House of Bourbon, 5 vols. (London, 1815), i,
pp. 85-6; also in Kamen, War of Succession in Spain, p. 5.

16 Francisco Martinez de Mata, Octavo discurso, clause 130, published with other
writings of his in Memoriales y discursos de Francisco Martinez de Mata, ed.
Gonzalo Anés (Madrid, 1971; hereafter Memoriales), p. 268. Martinez de Mata
chose these dates mainly to coincide with the peak of Genoese commercial influence
in Spain. In his Epitome de los discursos, clause 15 (Memoriales, p. 354), he claimed
that “Spain at the time of the Catholic Monarchs was rich and well populated”.

17 The term ‘‘golden age” is now generally restricted to the field of literature, but
has of course no contemporary justification.

18 Joseph Pérez, La révolution des “Comunidades” de Castille, 1520-1521
(Bordeaux, 1970), p. 164.
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reserved for the foreigners who came in with Charles. Through-
out the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries these two principal
complaints — the excessive attention of Spain to its foreign com-
mitments, and the nefarious activities of foreign traders — were
closely identified with the Habsburg regime. When Philip V brought
in the new Bourbon dynasty in 1700, and with it a flock of French
hangers-on, the Council of State in Madrid delivered him a solemn
warning not to follow in the footsteps of the first Habsburg. ‘“Charles
the Fifth indeed made changes”, they stated, ‘‘but one reads that he
was obliged to send back to Germany the Archduke Ferdinand whom
the peoples loved better because he adapted himself more to their
customs”’.1?

The chronological emphasis is one of the keys to the whole debate
on ‘“decline”. The standard picture, outlined by Hamilton and
repeated by most subsequent historians, is of a nation that waxed
great through its inheritance of empire in 1517, and that waned
inexorably in the seventeenth century.? This is the exact reverse of
the view adopted by thinking Spaniards, who all shared the con-
viction that it was at the beginning of the sixteenth century that the
great opportunity had been missed.

No small impetus was given to this negative attitude by the
opportunities available elsewhere, above all in America. Emigration
helped to intensify awareness of the social problem at home: ‘‘that
wretched country, because it is only for people who have a lot of
money”’, “that poverty and need which people suffer in Spain”, to
quote the comments of two who had fled to America in the late
sixteenth century.?! Contrasting the relative lack of opportunity in
their own society with the riches available overseas, emigrants helped
to universalize the desire to escape from an impoverished Spain. The
occasion to draw this contrast had not existed, we must remember,
prior to the reign of Charles V. The benefits of empire were
nevertheless soon recognized to be two-edged. By the seventeenth
century, writers were publicly criticizing the whole Habsburg inher-
itance, and dating their ills from the very inception of Spain’s
imperial greatness.

Many Castilians consequently came to welcome the loss of their
empire. Writing in the sunset of the Habsburgs, Luis de Salazar y
Castro denounced a profitless America and a burdensome European

19 Kamen, War of Succession in Spain, p. 91.

20 This is the picture presented in Trevor Davies, The Golden Century of Spain,
isor-1621 (London, 1937), and Trevor Davies, Spain in Decline, 1621-1700
(London, 1957), both of which are still widely used.

21 James Lockhart and Enrique Otte (eds.), Letters and People of the Spanish
Indies: The Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, 1976), pp. 119, 136.
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empire as the two major dead weights on Spain.?? Such comments
were inevitably made in the era of worst defeats, but the criticisms
were very much earlier in origin, and their burden was one not of
“decline” but of frustrated hopes. Sancho de Moncada in 1619
devoted a whole section of his Restauracion politica de Espasia to the
uncompromising thesis that “the poverty of Spain has resulted from
the discovery of the Indies”. Cellorigo had put it in almost the same
words.?? The arbitristas were not in principle hostile to the empire;
but they maintained firmly that it had distorted the development of
Spain. Empire had, firstly and most evidently, forced Castile almost
alone to bear the heavy cost of imperial defence. “In all other empires
the limbs enrich the head: Castile alone has followed a different way
of ruling”, claimed Navarrete in his Conservacion de monarquias.?*
It was this state of affairs that Olivares attempted to remedy. The cost
of empire, secondly, had crippled the exchequer and ruined the tax
system. By 1655 Martinez de Mata could point out:

Your Majesty says that from 1649 to 1654 you have spent 66,865,000 ducats in

the necessary expenses of war. If all these expenses had been contracted within

Spain, how much advantage would have accrued to the royal exchequer, and how
your subjects would have benefited!?’

Empire had, thirdly, wasted Spain of its manhood, who had poured
overseas to seek wealth or had otherwise found an early death in
Flanders, “‘that graveyard of Spaniards”.2¢ Fourthly, it had distorted
the trade and industry of Spain, doomed to be little more than an
exporter of raw materials and an importer of manufactures; and since
that time foreigners had seized control of the Spanish economy. On
these four points there was unanimity among the principal writers.
The dawn of empire had been a false dawn; there had been no lasting
benefits — in short, no “rise”” of Spain.

There were, it is true, those who accepted all this as the price of
empire, and gloried nevertheless in Spain’s status as a world power.
In his magnificent Manual de historia econdmica de Espafia, Vicens
Vives quotes Alonso Nuiiez de Castro, who in his Sdélo Madrid es
Corte (1658) glossed over the heavy reliance of Spain on imported
textiles by claiming that ““‘all the world serves her and she serves

22 Luis de Salazar y Castro, “Discurso politico sobre la flaqueza de la monarquia
espaifiola en el reynado de D. Carlos Segundo” (1687), in Antonio Valladares de
Sotomayor, Semanario erudito, 34 vols. (Madrid, 1788), ii, pp. 129-44.

23 Sancho de Moncada, Restauracion politica de Esparia (Madrid, 1619), p. 22.
Cellorigo claimed that “our Spain has looked so much to the Indies trade that its
inhabitants have neglected the affairs of these realms . . . wherefore Spain from its
great wealth has attained great poverty”’: Cellorigo, Memorial, p. 15"

24 Fernandez Navarrete, Conservacion de monarquias, p. 151.

25 Martinez de Mata, Octavo discurso, clauses 40-1 (Memoriales, p. 217).

26 Anon., ‘“Flandes, sepultura honrada de espafioles” (1679); quoted in Antonio
Dominguez Ortiz, La sociedad espasiola en el siglo XVII, 2 vols. (Madrid, 1963-70),

i, p. 91.
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nobody”. Carlo Cipolla has recently followed Vicens Vives in
suggesting that this perverse view was “prevalent” in the country.?’
In such ways is the myth of decline perpetuated, for nothing could
be farther from the truth. Not only was Nuiiez de Castro the
historiographer royal, and therefore committed to the asinine
posturings of official history; he was also a bitter enemy of the
arbitristas, and devoted a full chapter to attacking their pretensions
as reformers.?® The argument implicit in both Vicens Vives and
Cipolla is that by the mid-seventeenth century there was an internal
decay in mental and moral fibre. It cannot be questioned that there
was a crisis in Spain at this period, but that is a different matter from
making it an integral part of a long-term and universal decline.

* * *

Undeterred by the lack of preoccupation with decadencia among
writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, modern historians
from the early nineteenth century onwards have returned again and
again to the theme. One influence was paramount: the French
Enlightenment. The famous entry by Masson in the Encyclopédie
méthodique (1782) — ‘“What do we owe to Spain? In two centuries,
in four, in ten, what has she done for Europe?”” — may seem to have
been an isolated outburst, but this was not so0.2° The liberals and
disciples of the philosophes, both in France and Spain, were
unanimous in condemning all those aspects of traditional Spain that
seemed to them decadent. Paris became the centre of the ‘“‘decline”
myth. It was there that in 1826 Juan Sempere y Guarinos chose to
publish a seminal work about ‘‘decadence”.3® One scholar has
suggested that a strong influence was exercised by the writings of the
French author A. Duvérine,3! first published in Spanish in 1840. The
fact is that the historical presuppositions which we have encountered
in the cases of Masson and of Napoleon were rooted in the highest

27 Vicens Vives, Manual de historia econdmica de Espafia, p. 378; C. Cipolla,
Before the Industrial Revolution: European Society and Economy, 1000-1700
(London, 1976), p. 234.

28 Alonso Nuifiez de Castro, Libro histdrico-politico. Solo Madrid es Corte
(Madrid, 1658).

29 Nicolas Masson de Morvilliers, “Espagne”, in Encyclopédie méthodique ou par
ordre de matiéres, ser. “Géographie moderne”, i (Paris, 1783), pp. 554-68; on
indignation in Spain at this article, see Richard Herr, The Eighteenth-Century
Revolution in Spain (Princeton, 1958), p. 220.

30 Juan Sempere y Guarinos, Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur et de la
décadence de la monarchie espagnole, 2 vols. (Paris, 1826). Llorente’s famous
history of the Spanish Inquisition had also been published in French: Juan Antonio
Llorente, Histoire critique de I’Inquisition d’Espagne, depuis . . . son établissement
Jusqu’au régne de Ferdinand VII, trans. A. Pellier, 4 vols. (Paris, 1817-18).

31 See Pedro Sainz y Rodriguez, La evolucion de las ideas sobre la decadencia
espaniola (Madrid, 1924), p. 74.
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circles of the French government itself. There is in the section of
official memoranda of the French Foreign Office an entire volume
in manuscript, dated 1835, devoted to an analysis of Spain’s
décadence in the seventeenth century.3? To this generation also
belonged the important French historian Charles Weiss, whose
doctoral thesis on the causes of Spanish ‘“‘decadence” were later
summarized in the two volumes, published in Paris in 1844, of his
L’Espagne depuis le régne de Philippe Il jusqu’a Pavénement des
Bourbons.?® Weiss presents the “decline” myth in its fullest form.
Under Philip II, “Spain was abroad dominant by its arms, and
internally flourishing in agriculture, industry and trade”; by
contrast, the reign of Charles II was a complete ruin in all these
respects. It is not surprising that works like this had an influence on
what was to become a classic study in Spain: the essay by the
statesman Canovas del Castillo on Historia de la decadencia de
Esparia desde el advenimiento de Felipe III al trono hasta la muerte
de Carlos 11, which first emerged in 1852 but saw book form only in
1910.34

The orthodoxy laid down by these scholars has never been shaken
off. It permeates the whole of Hamilton’s article of 1938, and is
repeated by so recent and excellent an authority as H. G. Koenigs-
berger:

The history of Spain during the remaining years of the house of Austria. . .isa

sad one. The decline of Spain, or at least of Castile, observed by contemporary

visitors and debated by later historians, is an undeniable fact. It is visible in

demography, in economic activity, in national and international politics . . . .3

We cannot question the obvious fact that there was an undeniable
decline in imperial and military power. The discoveries of 1492, the
stupendous Habsburg inheritance of 1516: these were soon dissipa-
ted. There have been very plausible arguments to associate the dis-
solution of empire with a critical situation in about the year 1640,
though it would be misleading to attribute too much significance
to that year alone. Elliott locates in 1640 “the final alienation of
Spain’s native business community from its king, and the final defeat
of native commercial enterprise ... the final development of the

32 “Tableau de la décadence de I’Espagne pendant le XVII€ si¢cle, par M. De
la Porte, redacteur aux archives, 1835”: Archives du Ministére des Affaires
Etrangeres, Paris, Mémoires et Documents (Espagne), vol. 41.

33 Charles Weiss, L’Espagne depuis le régne de Philippe Il jusqu’d I’avénement des
Bourbons, 2 vols. (Paris, 1844).

34 Antonio Canovas del Castillo, Historia de la decadencia de Esparia desde el
advenimiento de Felipe Il al trono hasta la muerte de Carlos II (Madrid, 1910).

35 H. G. Koenigsberger, “Spain , in Orest Ranum (ed.), National Consciousness,
History and Political Culture in Early—Modern Europe (Baltimore, 1975), pp. 168- -9.

36 Huguette and Pierre Chaunu, * ‘Autour de 1640: politiques et économies
atlantiques”, Annales. E.S.C., ix (1954), pp. 44-54-
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specifically Castilian crisis of 1590-1620".37 There were, however,
other grave crises after 1640 which tend to modify this “finality”.
The shock of 1648 — revolt in Naples, surrender in the Netherlands,
conspiracy in Aragon, insurrection in Andalusia, unprecedented
plague mortality throughout the peninsula — was arguably worse
than the experience of 1640.3® And the process of dissolution went
on, with Spain’s rulers powerless to stop the rot: northern Catalonia
in 1659, Portugal in 1668, Franche Comté in 1678, St. Domingue in
1697. Indeed, if by ‘“decline” one means primarily the fate of the
empire, then the greatest crisis of all occurred over sixty years after
1640, with the wholesale invasion of the homeland itself by foreign
troops (the first such invasion to take place since the year 1170), and
the eventual loss at the Peace of Utrecht in 1713 of both Flanders and
Italy. Decline in this sense thus continued without interruption into
the eighteenth century.

Persistent ambiguity in the use of words, however, has made it
unclear whether ‘‘decline’ was solely a question of empire. Hamilton,
like Weiss and most other historians, maintained that ‘“‘agriculture,
industry and commerce moved forward throughout most of the
sixteenth century”,3® and consequently that internal and external
success went hand in hand. It followed that internal failure also went
hand in hand with external failure. This view is at variance with all
the known facts.

We need to begin with the central question: when did ‘‘decline”
occur? Hamilton admits rather disarmingly that “it is impossible to
date with precision the beginning of economic decline”.*? His general
position was that there was expansion throughout the sixteenth
century, and that decline began in the seventeenth, at the earliest
not before 1598. Elliott differs: he holds that there was expansion
from about 1492 but only to 1550, followed by decline which reached
its culmination in 1640. He is also careful to admit that ““it is hard
to chart the descent when one is still trying to locate the summit”.*!
Both historians are clearly talking about internal decline, so it is to
the internal dimension that we shall now restrict ourselves. The fact
is that though all historians agree that decline occurred, they are not
in agreement as to when it occurred.

The dates vary according to the interests of each historian. In his
massive work on Charles V, Ram6n Carande has confirmed the
opinion of other scholars that bullion imports initially stimulated the

37 Elliott, ““The Decline of Spain”, pp. 191, 193.

38 The best guide to what happened in the peninsula is the work of Antonio
Dominguez Ortiz, notably his La sociedad espariola en el siglo XVII, and his
Alteraciones andaluzas (Madrid, 1973).

39 Hamilton, “The Decline of Spain”’, p. 215.

40 [bid., p. 216.
41 Elliott, “The Decline of Spain”, p. 178.
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Castilian economy, and places the optimum period for this at between
1530 and 1560,*? after which there was presumably decline. The
researches of Henri Lapeyre have pointed to a decline in the Castilian
business world after the late 1560s.43 In an interesting study in which
he describes “decline” as ‘“‘too simple a word”, José Gentil da Silva
nevertheless sees in the period ‘“between 1540 and 1560”* the
turning-point for Castile.** All three authorities are concerned mainly
with the role of bullion, and there can be no doubt that the royal
bankruptcies commencing in 1557, added to the decline of business
at Medina del Campo, drastically changed the face of Castilian
capitalism. Should we then accept that decline began at around 1550,
and that uncertainty over dates does not affect the reality of decline?

To agree would unfortunately only place us in greater difficulties.
The business activities at Medina, the bustling wool trade of northern
Castile, the financial expedients of a crown more interested in this
period in northern Europe than in the peninsula: all represent only
one aspect of the Castilian, not to mention the Spanish, economy. Do
the other aspects also show decay? What of the lucrative trade to
America, which played a decisive role in the Spanish economy? The
figures accumulated by the Chaunus show that there was a rapid and
steep rise in commercial activity precisely in the late sixteenth
century, and that this faded only towards the mid-seventeenth
century.*¢ If economic health is to be measured by trade, here perhaps
is evidence that 1550 may be too early a date for ‘“decline”. And
indeed the other evidence tends in the same direction. By 1550 Spain
was just beginning the immense financial and military effort which,
in addition to existing commitments, brought Milan, the Philippines
and Portugal within its orbit. There continued to be a healthy growth
in the population rate. As late as 1580, of some 370 towns in New
Castile for which we have information, over 63 per cent were
expanding in population.*’

42R. Carande, Carlos Quinto y sus banqueros, 3 vols. (Madrid, 1949-67), 1,
p-251.

43 Henri Lapeyre, Une famille de marchands: les Ruiz (Pans, 1955), pp- 483-90.

44 José Gentil da Silva, En Espagne: développement économique, subsistance,
déclin (Paris, 1965), p. 177.

45 On the other hand Fernand Braudel suggests, on the basis of research by the
eminent Spanish historian Felipe Ruiz Martin, that “the Spanish economy as a
whole took a turn for the worse about the years 1580-90”’: Braudel, The
Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 2 vols.
(London, 1972-3), i, p. §90.

46 The abundant evidence can be consulted in Huguette and Pierre Chaunu,
Séuville et Atlantique, 1504-1650, 8 vols. (Paris, 1955-60). John Lynch has put it
concisely: ‘“Between 1562 and 1608 the number of ships on the Indies route
increased by 176 per cent, and the volume of tonnage by 238 per cent’’: John Lynch,
Spain under the Habsburgs, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1964-9), i, p. 162.

47 Noél Salomon, La campagne de Nouvelle Castille d la fin du XVI¢siécle d’aprés
les Relaciones topogrdficas (Paris, 1964), p. 44.
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The point is not that Spain did not suffer crises and reverses, for
the contrary is obviously true. The real questions are: did these
reverses represent the collapse of a once highly flourishing society?
Were the reverses so extensive as to cover nearly two centuries, and so
universal as to embrace all aspects of activity? The answer in both
cases is a firmly negative one that must throw serious doubt on the
relevance of “decline”. The main consideration to bear in mind is
that Spain had never been an economically strong nation. Castile in
particular was barely self-sufficient in agriculture, and relied heavily
on wool alone for wealth. In the early sixteenth century there was a
notable expansion in agrarian output in Castile and Andalusia, but
the advance was of brief duration. “By 1560 at the latest”,*®
Andalusia had become a regular grain importer. By the end of the
reign of Charles V the economy had made no significant strides
forward, yet already the historians invite us to consider the country as
being set for decline. It is difficult to see how so undeveloped a nation
could have ““declined” before ever becoming rich. One solution to the
difficulty is that Spain had indeed flourished, but that was in the time
of the Catholic Monarchs. We have seen above how most Spanish
writers contributed to this myth. Since there is no evidence to support
the myth we are left to conclude that available explanations of
Spanish development are far from satisfactory.

The argument can be taken a step further by exploring three
crucial aspects of Castile’s evolution in the seventeenth century:
population decline, agricultural decay and bullion imports. In each
there are considerations that might give us cause to question the
accepted chronology and data of “‘decline”.

When Sancho de Moncada published his essay in 1619, he
confessed to seeing ‘“greater change in Spain in the last four or six
years than in the preceding forty or fifty”.*° He was writing in the
shadow of the great epidemics at the turn of the century,’® when the
loss of population was so great — Dominguez Ortiz has suggested
that over half a million died between 1596 and 1610%' — that
historians have assumed the epidemic to have set the seal on decline in
the seventeenth century. However, not only was the country able to
maintain its foreign commitments (in 1648 the Spanish contingent in
Flanders stood at twice its level in 1568),52 it also survived another
major epidemic of plague in the late 1640s. In the earlier outbreak the

48 Braudel, op. cit., i, p. 588.

49 Moncada, Restauracion politica de Espafia, p. 2.

50 Excellently studied in Bartolomé Bennassar, Recherches sur les grandes
épidémies dans le nord de ’Espagne d la fin du XVI¢siécle (Paris, 1969).

st Dominguez Ortiz, La sociedad espafiola en el siglo XVII, i, pp. 68-70.

52 G. Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road, 1567-1659: The
Logistics of Spanish Victory and Defeat in the Low Countries’ Wars (Cambridge,
1972), p. 28.
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mortality rate, measured against the whole Spanish population, was
about 7-7 per cent; in 1647-52 it was more like 9 per cent. Nor was
this the end of the misfortunes. From 1676 to 1685 there were further
epidemics, mainly in the south of Spain, with a very high death rate:
the city of Ciudad Real, for example, lost half its population. Parallel
with these disasters was the fate of the frontier provinces involved in
the hopeless war to win back Portugal. Between 1640 and 1668 the
population of all the major towns on this frontier fell by between 40
and 9o per cent. The city of Badajoz shrank by 43 per cent between
1640 and 1691, the city of Ayamonte by 64 per cent between 1640
and 1676. The disasters of the mid-century, in a country which had
already suffered much, are enough to convince most historians that
Spain was indeed plunging to extinction in the late seventeenth
century.’3

Yet what are the facts? Despite these various natural afflictions,
demographic growth after 1652 is an unmistakable phenomenon.
Figures for population and birth rates show this clearly. The oft-cited
decaying city of Medina del Campo increased in size between 1646
and 1683 by 52 per cent; in the same region the birth rate in the
village of Fuensaldafia showed a steady rise from about 1665; in the
rural district of Valldigna (Valencia), which had suffered grievously
from the Morisco expulsions, the population rise between 1646 and
1692 was 50 per cent; in the city of Lérida (Catalonia) the increase
was from an index of 46 in 1651-5 to one of 84 in 1696-1700.7 These
examples from different parts of Spain make it plain that the
chronology of decline is inapplicable to demography. To date decline
from 1516 or 1550 is simply wrong, because too early; to prolong
decline throughout the seventeenth century is likewise wrong, for
despite the later reverses there was already recovery from mid-
century. The downward trend was concentrated only in the period
1596-1652.

A similar revision is called for in accepted views on the decay of
agriculture. No cause of agricultural decline has attracted such
universal agreement as the activities of the Mesta, the sheep-owners’
guild. The famous study by Julius Klein has dominated historical

53 All these population figures are treated at length in my Spain in the Late
Seventeenth Century (now in preparation).

54 For Medina del Campo, see the report by Pedro de Oreytia: Archivo General de
Simancas, section Consejo y Juntas de Hacienda, leg. 1066; for Fuensaldaiia, see
Gonzalo Anés, Las crisis agrarias en la Esparia moderna (Madrid, 1970), graph vi,
p. 461; for Valldigna, see Juan Brines Blasco, ‘“Aportacién al estudio de la
demografia del pais valenciano: la comarca de Valldigna durante los siglos XVI al
XIX”, in HII Congreso nacional de historia de la medicina, 3 vols. (Valencia, 1971),
ii, pp. 219-34; for Lérida, see Jordi Nadal, La poblacion espariola, siglos XVI a XX,
4th edn. (Barcelona, 1976), pp. 44-5: the indices of 46 and 84 are five-year averages
of baptisms, with 1621-5 as a base of 100.
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thinking from Hamilton to Vicens Vives and beyond.*’ In his wake all
modern historians have castigated the Mesta. Elliott has commented
that “the practice of favouring sheep-farming at the expense of tillage
meant that Castile entered the sixteenth century with a dangerously
unbalanced economy”.5¢ The bad press given the Mesta, principally
by Charles III’s reforming minister Campomanes in the late
eighteenth century, derived largely from the contradiction at that
period between its anachronistic privileges and the current require-
ments of agricultural expansion; and was logical for its time. Klein,
however, unduly influenced by this type of evidence, assumed the
Mesta to be wrong most of the time. It is true that Ferdinand and
Isabella, followed by Philip II, encouraged the Mesta and thereby
gained considerably not only from internal taxes and outgoing
customs duties but also from increased business activity at places
such as Burgos. But the favouring of wool was not necessarily to the
detriment of agriculture.

[t is curious that in all the list of complaints made by the villages
of New Castile to the government between 1575 and 1580, no
significant mention is made of the Mesta.’? It is equally curious that
in all the chief writings of the arbitristas of the seventeenth century
— Cellérigo, Moncada, Navarrete, Martinez de Mata, Osorio —
there is no complaint made of the Mesta. Either a staggering over-
sight has been made by contemporaries who were never slow to air
their grievances, or we have been too influenced by a tradition
deriving from the reformers of the eighteenth century. We know of
course that there were a very large number of legal disputes over
sheep, since the Mesta had migratory herds which were more liable to
create problems of pasture rights and trespass. Klein, however, mars
an excellent study by a strange tendency to exaggerate the impact of
the Mesta, and to consider herding and the pastoral industry a major
cause of the “decay” of agriculture.8

The fact is, as Miguel Caxa de Leruela, a former official of the
Mesta, pointed out in 1631 in his Restauracidn de la antigua
abundancia de Esparia, that the non-migratory flocks in Castile

ss Julius Klein, The Mesta: A Study in Spanish Economic History, 1273-1836
(Cambridge, Mass., 1920; repr. New York, 1964).

s6 Elliott, ‘““The Decline of Spain”, p. 180.

57 Cf. Da Silva, En Espagne, pp. 49-57; and Salomon, La campagne de Nouvelle
Castille.

58 Even from the pages of Klein there emerges a clear impression that the chief
protests against the Mesta were made not by the agricultural interest but by other
pastoral interests, for example, those of Estremadura: Klein, op. cit., pp. 106, 133. It
must be admitted that Klein is not uniformly hostile. In one place he says of the
Mesta that ““its six centuries of activity in the agrarian life of Castile aggravated the
depressing problems of deforestation, rural depopulation, and agricultural stagna-
tion”: ibid., p. 351; but in another he says that “the Mesta was not first, nor even
among the first” of causes of agricultural distress: ibid., p. 336.
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were probably ‘“four times greater than those of the Mesta”,® and
certainly need to be also considered in any assessment of the impact of
pasture on agriculture. What Caxa de Leruela objected to was not the
primacy of animal husbandry, for he considered that “the golden
century existed when flocks were held in the esteem that gold now
is;6% rather he wanted the owners of smaller herds and flocks to
enjoy the same sort of privileges as the Mesta did. It is difficult for a
student of the Castilian economy not to agree with Caxa de Leruela.
The equilibrium of the peasant economy depended heavily on a
proper balance between flocks and arable. Arable for the average
peasant might supply basic needs but seldom produced a sufficient
marketable surplus; livestock, on the other hand, was readily
marketable and supplied the capital urgently needed for stability or
expansion. The switch to flocks (as also to vines and olives) was
dictated by economic reality, and not simply an effect of government
policy. Sheep benefited peasants, government and exporters alike;
sheep were also the mainstay of the rural textile industry. There is no
plausible evidence that the official favour given to the Mesta
depressed agriculture; other than provoking litigation it appears not
to have affected grain-producers significantly. Indeed the great age of
the Mesta in the sixteenth century was precisely the period when
repeated editions of Gabriel Alonso de Herrera’s Agricultura general
(1513) made it the best-selling farmer’s manual in Spanish history.5?
It was also in the sixteenth century that agriculture expanded and
scored its most signal triumphs over the Mesta. Bennassar has
pointed out that “in the Valladolid region the struggle between
farmer and shepherd, commonly said to have been conducted to the
benefit of the latter thanks to the Mesta, witnessed beyond doubt the
victory of the former”.6?

When agriculture fell on hard times in the early seventeenth
century, a major blight was not the herds but the sore lack of capital
that many peasants had in fact sought in the herds.®? The decline of

59 Miguel Caxa de Leruela, Restauracion de la antigua abundancia de Espafia
(Naples, 1631), p. 95.

60 [bid., p. 39.

61 k. Tolsada Picazo, Bibliografia espariola de agricultura, 1495-1900 (Madrid,
1953).

62 Bartolomé Bennassar, Valladolid au siécle d’or (Paris, 1967), p. 316.

63 Reading the innumerable complaints made to the Council in Madrid and
preserved in Simancas, it is beyond doubt that livestock and pasture provided the
stability essential for survival. The weakest rural communities were those living sélo
de labranza, only from the precarious returns from arable. Despite the works cited
above by Salomon, La campagne de Nouvelle Castille, and by Anés, Las crisis
agrarias en la Espafia moderna, there is a massive gap in our knowledge of the
agrarian history of modern Spain. Braudel, commenting on the agrarian problem, is
driven to observe that ‘“‘agriculture was the first sector to show signs of trouble,
although we do not know how or why or when ...”: Braudel, The Mediterranean
and the Mediterranean World, i, p. 590. Anés, op. cit., pp. 101-26, gives the best
brief survey of the agrarian problem in the seventeenth century.



THE DECLINE OF SPAIN: A HISTORICAL MYTH? 39

the Mesta did not lead to the recovery of agriculture; on the contrary,
the decline of flocks had a harmful impact. The wool trade faltered,
with severe repercussions on the towns of northern Castile that had
relied on it. In Cuenca, from which Caxa de Leruela came, wool
production between 1600 and 1630 apparently fell by about 85 per
cent.%* The textile industry lay even more open to foreign invasion.
When Olivares in 1633 drew up a new charter of privileges for the
Mesta he was attempting to support a bulwark of the Castilian
economy, but his move did nothing to restrain the reactionary forces
that Caxa de Leruela had denounced. With all its faults the Mesta
was less of a blight than it has been made to appear in the standard
myth of “decline”.

The third and last aspect we shall touch on is that of bullion
imports from America. The incomparable researches of Hamilton
have rightly dominated all historical work on early modern Spain.
His statistical work has unfortunately tended to lend weight to the
“decline” thesis set out in his famous article of 1938. His figures for
bullion imports into Spain between 1503 and 1660 show a steady rise
towards a peak in the 1590s, and then a fall leading to a “precipitate
drop” between 1631 and 1660.%° The rise and fall of the curve neatly
confirms the story of rise and decline, with the late seventeenth
century at the bottom of the slope.®® Hamilton’s figures for the slump
five-year period 1656-1660 show total imports of under 3-5 million
pesos, with a clear hint of even lower totals for subsequent years. Yet
there is indisputable evidence that “‘record years were registered
towards the end of the century, notably over forty million pesos on
the 1691 galleons and thirty million on the flota of 1697. During the
period 1671-1700 the five-year totals vary between 35 and 66 million
pesos, suggesting a breaking of the record for the period 1591-1600 as
shown by Hamilton.%” In 1670 the French consul in Cadiz, Pierre
Catalan, estimated that the average return shipment of bullion on the
fleets from America was about 30 million pesos,®® and there is
evidence to support this. The truth is that there was no absolute
decline in imports. Ships certainly sailed less frequently, but they
therefore loaded themselves with more bullion; and the rich mines of
America, which suffered no serious decay in the late seventeenth

64 Caxa de Leruela, op. cit., p. 51. The figures seem exaggerated.

65 Earl J. Hamilton, American Treasure and the Price Revolution in Spain, 1501-
1650 (Cambridge, Mass., 1934; repr. New York, 1965), pp. 34-6.

66 There were certainly diminishing returns for the crown, as shown for example
in C. H. Haring, Trade and Navigation between Spain and the Indies in the Time of
the Habsburgs (Cambridge, Mass., 1918), p. 167; but they bear little relation to the
total of imports.

67 J. Everaert, De internationale en koloniale Handel der Viaamse Firma’s te
Cadiz, 1670-1700 (Bruges, 1973), p. 902.

68 Report by Pierre Catalan, French consul in Cadiz, 1670: Archives Nationales,
Paris, section Affaires Etrangéres (hereafter A.N., A.E.), fonds B! 211 fo. 53.
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century, continued to pour their treasures into Europe.®® It is
possible, of course, that there was some falling away relative to the
early part of the century; but the facts as they stand make it
impossible to identify the period after 1660 with a decline in wealth
from the New World. These conclusions bring a completely new
perspective to the correlation between bullion imports and “decline”.

* * *

So far in the discussion I have touched on some ambiguities and
inadequacies in that version of early modern Spanish history which
postulates a rise and a subsequent prolonged decline. There is no need
to deny that something had gone seriously wrong in Spain. The
problems of the country were well known and no one summarized
them more precisely than Caxa de Leruela in 1631:

The war which this crown maintains in Flanders; overseas commitments; the sloth

of Spaniards through the abuse of censos, juros and entails; the entry of foreign

merchandise; the infinite number of monasteries; the excessive weight of taxes;
and the copper currency . .. .7°

Unfortunately, like most other writers, Caxa de Leruela offered a
monocausal explanation. “The effect of all these together”, he
claimed, “is not as weighty as the lack of flocks”.”! Other thinkers,
notably Moncada and Martinez de Mata, had a different monocausal
explanation: for them it was the hated foreigner who was the source
of the trouble. Here is a late statement of this view, by a writer of

1714:

Many talented pens have been worn out describing the root of our ills. Some say
the cause is the union with the Habsburgs and with the Netherlands, that
graveyard of Spaniards and ruin of their treasure; others claim it is the conquest
of America, which has taken our sons and wearied our bodies in extracting its
riches; others identify it with the expulsion of the Moriscos, who supported our
agriculture, that producer of soldiers and population . . . .

But the principal reason for our lament is the innate hostility with which all
foreigners have always regarded Spain.”?

The weakness of such explanations is not factual, for the facts are
often acceptable. The real weakness, common also to proponents of
the ‘““decline” thesis, is the failure to look at the question in broader
perspective. Any satisfactory account of Spanish development — or,

69 OQutput at Potosi fell to a lower level, but at Parral it was “thriving”: R. C.
West, The Mining Community in Northern New Spain: The Parral District
(Berkeley, 1949), p. 13; and at Zacatecas there was a ‘‘swift resurgence from 1665
onwards”’: P. J. Bakewell, Silver Mining and Society in Colonial Mexico: Zacatecas,
1546-1700 (Cambridge, 1971), p. 220 and graph 1.

70 Caxa de Leruela, Restauracion de la antigua abundancia de Esparia, p. 46.

71 [bid., pp. 45-6.

72 “Respuesta de un amigo a otro que le pregunta por el fin que vendran a tener
nuestros males en Espafia’: Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, MS. 10818/7; cited in
Kamen, War of Succession in Spain, p. 392.
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more strictly, underdevelopment — must recognize that inter-
regional and international activity played a crucial role. The whole
cycle of Spanish and specifically Castilian development was so heavily
a function of foreign mechanisms that it is pointless to postulate
“decline’ as though this were a unique national cancer which had no
connection with the basic problem of internal and external markets.

As I have tried to show, one of the weaknesses of the ‘decline”
thesis has been the attempt to demonstrate when decline actually
occurred. In the early sixteenth century it is contradicted by the boom
at Medina and Burgos, in the late sixteenth century by the boom at
Seville, in the late seventeenth by the steady recovery of the economy.
It is clear that ‘“decline” did not fall like a blanket over the whole
country at some as yet unspecified time, but that different parts of the
peninsula experienced disparate rates of development. The distinct
development of Catalonia from that of Castile, for instance, has been
made abundantly clear by the magisterial work of Pierre Vilar.”3
Early modern Spain did not have a unified economy, and the most
useful way in which we can try to understand its evolution is to
recognize that it was a backward country with poor resources,
dependent on external markets and external suppliers.

Spain passed through various systems of dependence between the
fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. “By dependence”, as Dos Santos
has explained, ‘‘we mean a situation in which the economy of certain
countries is conditioned by the development and expansion of another
country to which the former is subjected”.”® There were three main
cycles of dependence that we can isolate in this period, all primarily
affecting the metropolis in Castile but with a concurrent impact on
the other regional economies of Spain. The first major cycle was that
of the wool trade, which Ferdinand and Isabella attempted to
organize on a national basis and which reached its height in the early
sixteenth century, stimulating financial activity in northern Castile
and its commercial capital Burgos.”® Though the trade in wools to
northern Europe had been pursued actively since the early fourteenth
century, it was not until its regulation through the Mesta and the
establishment of the staple in Flanders, followed by the appearance
of the Consulado or export-house at Burgos in 1494,7% that the

73 The sixteenth century was the time of Catalonia’s recovery and ‘“‘escape from
the social ruin” of Castile; see Pierre Vilar, Catalunya dins ’Espanya moderna,
3 vols. (Barcelona, 1964-8), i, p. 291.

74 For a discussion of recent writing on dependence, see C. Richard Bath and
Dilmus D. James, “Dependency Analysis of Latin America: Some Criticisms, Some
Suggestions”, Latin Amer. Research Rev., xi no. 3 (1976), pp. 3-54; Dos Santos
quotation at p. §.

75 Klein, The Mesta, pp. 37-40, 455 Lapeyre, Une famille de marchands, p. 119.

76 Manuel Basas Fernandez, E! consulado de Burgos en el siglo XVI (Madrid,
1963).
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significant trends began to emerge. Wool was dominated by the
foreign markets in Flanders, Italy and France; so that, if we may
quote the economist Raul Prebisch, ‘“‘dependence took the form of
exporting raw commodities with low income elasticities . .. and
importing goods with high income elasticities™.”” Ancien régime
Spain never broke away from this system. Domination by foreign
capital, which was implicit in the resulting unfavourable terms of
trade, led to an invasion of the vulnerable home market by foreign
goods. Genoese financiers, already well settled in the peninsula,
manipulated the trades of southern Spain; in the north the Castilian
bourgeoisie enjoyed a generation of control, but they could not
withstand the strength of foreign manufactures, or the growing
power of the foreign money market,’® which rapidly took over the
machinery of credit in Spain and dictated the fate of royal finance.”®
The wool which was one of the bulwarks both of the peasant and of
the government, and formed a key sector of the economy, became the
means to bind Spanish interests to foreign manufactures.8? Thus the
epoch of the Catholic Monarchs and Charles V, which seemed to
exhibit most of the signs of a developing economy, was in fact the era
when Spain began to adopt the classical aspects of a colonial market.

The riches of America opened up another, overlapping, system of
dependence, when bullion poured into Andalusia and northern
Castile. What happened is well known. Rapid wealth came to the
underdeveloped metropolis, which however proved unable to make up
the balance of trade with its own produce. In a standard imperial
structure, Spain would have exercised monopoly domination over the
New World economy, drawing valuable raw materials from the
colony and unloading manufactures on to it, the whole providing an
effective boost to mercantile expansion. But since it was itself well on
the way to being a colonial market, it was not possible for it to move
from a position of dependence to one of dominance. The foreign
markets and their agents now extended their operations to America,
so that Spain in its relations with the New World found itself acting

77 Bath and James, op. cit., p. 6. Prebisch’s reference is of course to Latin
America.

78 ““The foreigners do with us what they wish”, complained Simén Ruiz in 1573:
Lapeyre, op. cit., p. 118.

79 The crown was forced into the bankruptcies of 1596 and 1607, for example, by
a run on the credit of foreign financiers in Plasencia, as well as Antwerp and Genoa;
see José Gentil da Silva, Stratégie des affaires @ Lisbonne entre 1595 et 1607 (Paris,
1956), pp. 107, 115.

80 The comuneros of Burgos in 1520, when demanding a total ban on exports of
wool (cf. Pérez, La révolution des “Comunidades” de Castille, p. 562), represented
the last great effort of Castilian textile producers to arrest the domination of foreign
markets over the economy. Most subsequent arbitristas clamoured for protectionism,
but whenever this was attempted it failed miserably.
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largely as an entrepdt for foreign goods.3! Seville rose to become the
wonder of the world, but its rise was a function of dependence. The
early years of boom gave way to disillusion. The bullion of Potosi and
Zacatecas did not go to Spain. “Spain”, reported an observer, ““is no
more than the channel by which the Gold of the Indies passes to
discharge itself in the vast Ocean of other Countries”.82

It is an accepted view among economists that the underdevelop-
ment of Latin America has its origins in the colonial trade rela-
tions with metropolitan Spain. Little attention has been paid to
the impact on Spain itself. The fact is that where discovery should
have led to America becoming dependent on Spain, it led to the latter
becoming dependent on foreign countries with a trading interest in
America. The peninsula became colonized through its Indies. “Spain
has become an Indies for the foreigner”, to cite a phrase that
originated in the Cortes of Valladolid in 1548 but was echoed by
many others.?3 Andalusia, the initial recipient of bullion, received the
new deluge through its ports. In the 1660s annual exports from
Andalusia to western Europe did not exceed in volume the cargo of six
vessels of 300 tons (toneladas) each.®* By contrast, in 1670 over 13
million pesos worth of foreign trade passed through Andalusia. Of
this, only 11-5 per cent remained in Spain, while 88-5 per cent went
to America,?’ forming the bulk of shipments from the peninsula.
“The trade in this port of Cadiz”, wrote the French consul to Colbert
in 1670, ““is the greatest and most flourishing in Europe”.8¢ But five-
sixths of this trade was not in the hands of Spaniards.

In studies of underdevelopment the classic pattern of dependency is
one where the dominated economy tailors its production to the
demands of an external dominant market. The wool trade had set
Spain on this path. Because of the terms of trade, which favoured
foreign imports, internal production became depressed: thus inflation
in Spain was further aggravated by the changes in money supply

81 Among the extensive literature, see Haring, Trade and Navigation between
Spain and the Indies, pp. 112-22. Cf. Martinez de Mata, Epitome de los discursos
(Memoriales, p. 351): ‘“The greatest barbarity committed by other nations against
ours, is the ease wherewith Spaniards have been deprived of the consumption of their
industrial goods in the Indies”.

82 Brunel, 4 Journey into Spain, p. 44.

83 Petition 148 of the Cortes, in Cortes de los antiguos reinos de Leon y de Castilla,
s vols. (Madrid, 1861-1903), v, p.437. See also Maravall, Estado moderno y
mentalidad social, ii, p. 348 note 133; and the discussion in Pierre Vilar, Oro y
moneda en la historia, 1450-1920 (Barcelona, 1969), p. 182.

8¢ Memoire by Jean de Montaut, deputy French consul in Cadiz, 19 May 1669:
A.N., A.E., fonds B! 211 fo. 12.

85 From the report by Pierre Catalan, French consul in Cadiz, 1670: A.N., A.E.,
fonds B! 211 fo. §3. Of this trade the French controlled 30 per cent, the Genoese
18-6 per cent, the Dutch 15 per cent, and the English and Belgians 11 per cent each.

86 Cited in Everaert, De internationale en koloniale Handel der Viaamse Firma’s
te Cadiz, p. 37.
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relative to low changes in real output. Inflation consequently
continued at a high rate in Spain when it was falling in all other
western countries. The fiscal needs of imperial policy consolidated
this unfavourable position. In order to maintain liquidity in their
foreign payments, the kings mortgaged sectors of the economy to
foreign and Portuguese financiers who could only recover their debts
by direct exploitation: hence the bitterness of all classes of Spaniards
against Italian, Flemish and Jewish finance. Foreign financiers came
to control the mercury mines at Almadén, the military orders,
various taxes, lands and offices.3” But the chief object of their en-
deavours was the wealth from the overseas territories.

America thus helped Spain to become a colony of European
interests. This led to the last system of dependence experienced by
ancien régime Spain: dependence on French markets.®® Unlike the
first two periods this was not associated with an initial boom. From
the early seventeenth to the late eighteenth century, French economic
domination of the peninsula was unquestionable. Not only metro-
politan Castile but also the regional economies of America, Aragon,
Valencia, Catalonia and the Basque provinces were alike subjected to
the demands of French control. One-third of all the non-Spanish
goods leaving Cadiz for America in 1670 were French.®® It was
reported of the fleet that returned from Mexico in 1688 that the
French owned nearly half the wealth on board; and fourteen French
warships sailed from Cadiz harbour with the proceeds.®® In Catalonia
French textile dominance was categorized by a leading publicist in
1680 as “‘the ill suffered by our principality, and its total ruin, leaving
its people without money, and manufactures and trade destroyed”.®!
An analysis in 1667 of the trade of Alicante, Spain’s second largest
port, showed that over 37 per cent of imports came from France.%2
Thanks to the terms of trade, France also received industrial help
from the Basque provinces. In a notable dispute between the two
provinces of Guipuzcoa and Vizcaya in 1689, reference was made to

87 Cf. Antonio Dominguez Ortiz, Politica y hacienda de Felipe IV (Madrid, 1960),
pt. 2.

88 The writer Gracian declared: “What better Indies could France have, than
Spain itself?”’; cited in M. Herrero Garcia, Ideas de los espafioles del siglo XVII
(Madrid, 1928), p. 422.

89 See note 74 above. The basic study of the French in Cadiz remains Albert
Girard, Le commerce francais a Séville et Cadix au temps des Habsbourg (Paris,
1932; repr. New York, 1967).

90 Adalbert of Bavaria and Gabriel Maura Gamazo, Documentos inéditos refer-
entes a las postrimerias de la Casa de Austria en Espaia, 3 vols. (Madrid, 1927-31,
1, pp. 45, 47-

91 Narciso Feliu de la Pefia, Politico discurso (Barcelona, 1680).

92 “Memoire de I’estimation des marchandises qui sont entrée en cette ville
d’Alicant”: A.N., A.E., fonds B! 146. England sent 23-8 per cent, Holland 12 per
cent.
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ten French ironworks near Bordeaux operating exclusively with
Basque iron.%3
The most remarkable example is that of Aragon. In 1675 the total
value of its textile imports from all other parts of Spain was only 5.7
per cent of the value of textiles brought in from France. In the same
year wool made up 78 per cent of Aragon’s exports to France, and
textiles made up 51-6 per cent of imports.®* Aragon was clearly a
dependent colony of France, its economy more closely tied to that of
France than to that of Spain.®> The consequences for Aragonese
industry can be seen in the case of the town of Calcena (near Tara-
zona), which in 1667 reported to the authorities in Saragossa:
This town, four hundred households in population, has since 1640 up to now lost
two hundred families, and this ruin has been caused by the lack of sales for the
fabric manufactured here. The French, with their industry, have introduced
merchandise, and the common people have clothed themselves in it because of the
novelty and the low price, without attention to its poor durability, so that there is
no way of selling even a yard of our cloth.... Driven by their poverty and
wishing to find sustenance for their children, in this year alone fifty families have

left, and most of them are in Saragossa, where they are finding the same difficulty
in selling their cloth.%®

Calcena is an excellent example of the inadequacy of the concept
of “decline” to explain a phenomenon that was in reality one of
dependence. The vigorous attempts of Aragon to break out of this
dependence — with schemes to prohibit the export of wool, ban entry
of foreign textiles, expel all French, navigate the Ebro to the
Mediterranean, and obtain a seaport — reached their climax in the
1670s but were all doomed to failure. Catalonia likewise tried to
break out of the system in 1705 by rebelling against the new French
dynasty and setting up its own company, the New Gibraltar
Company, to trade to America.®” But the pattern of Franco-Spanish
trade up to the French Revolution showed the continued superiority
of French commercial control.?®

93 Memorial of Apr. 1689: Archivo Historico Nacional, Madrid (hereafter
A.H.N.), Consejos leg. 12434. In the sixteenth century the provinces exported one-
third of their iron output; see E. Fernandez de Pinedo, Crecimiento econdmico v
transformaciones sociales del pais vasco, 1100-1850 (Madrid, 1974), p. 30.

94 Calculated from official figures in Archivo de la Diputacion de Zaragoza
(hereafter A.D.Z.), vol. 734, fos. 276-406.

s Examples of the inevitable Francophobia may be seen in a document presented
to the Cortes of Aragon in 1684: A.D.Z., vol. 554, fos. 2343-4: ““As the Indians
labour to enrich the Spaniards, so do these to enrich the French”, and “God created
the Pyrenees as a barrier to free Spaniards from the French”.

96 Calcena to diputados, 5 Oct. 1667: A.D.Z., vol. 523, fo. 417.

97 Pierre Vilar, Le ‘Manual de la Compariya nova’ de Gibraltar, 1709-1723 (Paris,
1962).

98 Ruggiero Romano, “‘Documenti e prime considerazioni intorno alla ‘balance du
commerce’ della Francia dal 1716 al 1780, in Studi in onore di Armando Sapori,
2 vols. (Milan, 1957), ii, pp. 1265-1300.
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Spain thus remained a dominated colonial market at whose
expense other European nations progressed towards industrial
growth.®® The dominant markets, their interest concentrated on
Spanish and American raw materials such as wool, bullion, oil, salt,
iron, dyes, soda and other items, dictated the evolution of Spain’s
economy. The opportunities for Spanish expansion available in its
European territories and above all in America, were frustrated and
never realized. The Spanish soldier occupied half Europe, and with
him Spanish culture penetrated everywhere; but the homeland
remained retarded in its growth.

While Spain functioned as periphery to a dominant centre located
in western Europe, Madrid also acted as dominant centre to its own
periphery. There were in this way two tiers of dependence, in which
the dominant market within the peninsula was itself dominated at an
international level.1% The parasitic growth of Madrid within Castile
has recently been well explored.!®! Less attention has been paid to its
influence on the Basque economy through the valuable outlet at
Bilbao,!2 and its part in financial and commercial activity in
Alicante, Valencia and Saragossa.'®®> But thanks to the fiscal and
political independence of these areas from Castile, their economic
dependence was fairly limited and their development did not
necessarily reflect that of Castile; so that they were eventually able to
regain considerable initiative at a time when the centre was failing to

99 Cf. the comments in F. C. Lane, “The Role of Governments in Economic
Growth in Early Modern Times”, JI. Econ. Hist., xxxv (1975), pp. 8-17, where
growth is defined wholly in terms of internal surplus and reinvestment; to which
D. C. North and R. P. Thomas reply that “the gains from trade must be the corner-
stone of serious study of man’s economic past and when it does occupy that position,
the concept of surplus loses any meaning it might have”: ibid., p. 18.

100 For an excellent exposition of the two-tier model in a Latin American context,
see Marcello Carmagnani, Les mécanismes de la vie économique dans une société
coloniale: le Chili, 1680-1830 (Paris, 1973).

101 David Ringrose, “The Impact of a New Capital City: Madrid, Toledo and New
Castile, 1560-1660”, JI. Econ. Hist., xxxiii (1973), pp. 761-91, where the author
states (p. 788) that “what undermined the regional as well as the international
aspects of the economy of the interior was the presence of Madrid”. See also David
Ringrose, Transportation and Economic Stagnation in Spain, 1750-1850 (Durham,
N.C,, 1970).

102 The bitter struggle by Bilbao to win the wool trade from the Castilian towns of
Burgos and Santander lasted nearly two centuries. Wool exports became the basis of
Bilbao’s trade, and a good source of income for Madrid. See R.S. Smith, Tke
Spanish Guild Merchant: A History of the Consulado, 1250-1700 (Durham, N.C.,
1940), p- 74; Vicente Palacio Atard, El comercio de Castilla y el puerto de Santander
en el siglo XVIII (Madrid, 1960), pp. 31-6; Téofilo Guiard Larrauri, Historia del
Consulado y Casa de contratacion de la villa de Bilbao, 3 vols. (Bilbao, 1913; repr.
Bilbao, 1972), 1.

103 ““There is no money market here [Valencia and Alicante] but only in Madrid,
with a loss of six to seven per cent against the drawer’’, reported the French consul in
Alicante, May 1669: A.N., A.E., fonds B! 146. Madrid’s trade with the Mediter-
ranean came mainly through Alicante. A major factor in Aragonese dependence was
its lack of any seaport.
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respond to new policies. Catalonia, the province least dependent on
Madrid, was thus the best equipped to fight, in 1640 as in 1705, for
political autonomy.

The schema of dependence goes a long way to explain the non-
emergence of a strong Spanish merchant class. With all the foreign
markets, and hence all the bulk overseas trade, in the hands of capital
interests based abroad, a Spanish merchant could never hope to
compete favourably.!%* It followed that there was no need to invest in
shipping, since all cargoes were adequately catered for by foreign
vessels.!%% The lack of a Spanish mercantile marine, far from being a
symptom of decadence, was thus the logical result of a pattern of
dependence. Spanish traders were left with the options of the Indies
trade or internal domestic commerce. But the American trade had
notoriously fallen into the hands of foreigners,'°¢ and domestic
commerce was largely in the hands of traders who were obliged to
deal in the profitable goods supplied by foreign capitalists. When the
government allied with native manufacturers to produce domestic
cloths, the Council of Castile reported in 1688 that “‘the traders do
not wish to buy material from the new factories to supply their shops,
for reasons of their own; and this can be verified because it is true that
if one looks for anything from the new factories in the shops in
Madrid, none can be found”.1%7 If Spanish merchants did not trade
on their own account or on an international scale, it was not because
they were not capitalist-minded but because the markets were out of
their control.1®

We must not suppose that “dependence” is simply another way of
describing ““‘decline”. That would be a futile exercise in semantics. On
the contrary, though dependence is an attempt to explain under-
development it is by no means synonymous with misery. A dominated
economy frequently achieves rapid growth, but only in those sectors

104 The only period when peninsular merchants participated on a large scale in
commerce after the early sixteenth century, was in the early seventeenth, when
however they were largely of Jewish origin and kept their principal assets abroad; cf.
H. Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition (London, 1965), pp. 218-19, and sources there
cited.

105 The entire trade of Alicante, for example, was carried in foreign vessels. This
had drawbacks: in 1675 the merchant Felipe Moscoso had to wait six months to find
a ship empty enough to carry soap to Amsterdam; see his important letter-book in
Archivo del Reino de Valencia, section Varia, libro 74.

106 Much useful material is summarized in W. von den Driesch, Die auslindischen
Kaufleute wdhrend des 18. Jahrhunderts in Spanien und ihre Beteiligung am
Kolonialhandel (Cologne, 1972).

107 Report of 24 Oct. 1688: A.H.N., Consejos leg. 7223.

108 The vigorous survival of Segovia’s textile industry, where production reached a
peak in the 1580s, was due in part to its control by the merchants, who could find
markets for their produce; see Felipe Ruiz Martin, ‘“La empresa capitalista en la
industria textil castellana durante los siglos XVI y XVII”, Third International
Conference of Economic History, Munich, 1965, § vols. (Paris, 1968-74), v, p. 270.
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that serve the demands of the dominant market. The great and happy
times of boom in Seville occurred within a system of dependence. The
successes no less than the failures of sectors of the Spanish economy
were fruits of a dependent periphery whose underdevelopment was
closely related to the forward development of the more advanced
nations of western Europe. The undoubted recession in seventeenth-
century Spain was a reflection of Spain’s links with those nations and
with their economic crises.!%?

There have been four basic flaws in the ‘“decline” thesis. First,
there has been a wholly unscientific imprecision about when so-called
decline commenced and when it ended, leaving us with an entity
whose existence we have accepted only on faith, since its dimensions
have never been clearly specified.!!® Secondly, wholly unrelated
phenomena — plague mortality, military defeat, trade depression —
have been jumbled together in a fatalistic way and presented as
evidence of a single organic disease,'!! when in fact it is vital to
distinguish between natural phenomena such as epidemics and
structural phenomena such as economic backwardness. Thirdly, the
reverses have been attributed uniquely to Spain, with little attention
to the obvious international character of such developments as
financial crisis, agrarian slump and trade fluctuation, so that the close
dependence of Spanish development on that of other countries has
been neglected. Fourthly, there has been regular confusion between
Castile and Spain, so that despite the great care of modern scholars to
make a distinction, the phrase ‘“decline of Spain” continues to be
used. Closer attention to the dependent status of Spain eliminates all
these confusions. The Spanish empire was, as Navarrete suggested,
probably a unique phenomenon.!!? There had been other empires
which, like the Roman, operated from a weak power base; but they
eventually grew rich through booty. Spain also had a weak power
base, but its booty (that is, bullion) did not enable it to escape from
the system of dependence in which it was trapped. The booty became,
indeed, a snare to tighten further its domination by external interests.

* * *

109 For the international depression of the seventeenth century, see the recent
broad perspective in Pierre Léon, Economies et sociétés préindustrielles, ii, 1650-
1780 (Paris, 1970), pp. 11-37.

110 So recent and distinguished a historian as Gonzalo Anés has conceded that “it
is not possible to establish the chronology of the crises in the Castilian economy
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries nor to determine with due precision
the beginnings of the decline that Spain experienced in the seventeenth century.
Neither can we quantify the various factors that provoked this decline’’: Anés, Las
crisis agrarias en la Esparia moderna, p. 101.

11 See Elliott, ““Self-Perception and Decline in Early Seventeenth-Century
Spain”’, pp. 48-51, for contemporary moralistic use of the image of a sick body.

112 Fernandez Navarrete, Conservacion de monarquias, p. 151.
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It should now be apparent that Hamilton’s original article, a
brilliant and pathfinding one, has been superseded in every significant
respect. His accumulation of laments — ‘“‘enough fishermen could
not be found to equip a fleet”; “‘the country was on the verge of
famine”’; “Segovia was a desert” — is harrowing, but untrue for the
most part. Even his stirring appraisal of the arbitristas, that ‘‘history
records few instances...of such utter disregard by statesmen of
sound advice”,''? is not true. Navarrete’s famous Conservacion de
monarquias, for example, was within the three years after its
publication made the model “for many laws on orphans, shipping,
finance, clothing and religious orders”, according to the archbishop
of Seville in 1629.1* As late as 1699 the Council of Castile quoted
with approval from his writings and adopted one of his proposals.!!*
The government was always ready to listen to advice. When Martinez
de Mata presented a plan in August 1666, the councillors read it (as
they themselves reported) “‘despite the discredit of this subject, who
occupies himself in impractical proposals of this type, and is at
present in prison here in Madrid”.116

In relegating “‘decline” to the dust-heap of useless concepts we can
begin to consider Spain in proper perspective as an underdeveloped
country which never reaped the benefits of its imperial position.
Through all the days of its greatness its weak economic potential
remained a grim dead weight. There was, it is true, a cycle of severe
reverses to demography, prices, trade and production, that can be
located in about the period 1590-1652; but it is not possible to
postulate ““decline” over a longer time-span than this. The canker at
the heart of Spain was something far deeper: a pattern of dependence
that sapped any possibility of alternative development, and frustrated
hopes of escaping from the poverty cycle. Perceptive contemporaries
tended to view this as a plot against Spain by outside interests. For
Sepulveda, as for Quevedo, decadence had therefore entered Spain
“through contact with foreigners”,!!” so that the canker came to be
identified with the House of Austria. These Spaniards, and their
modern successors, consequently idealized the Catholic Monarchs
and damned all who came later. Other Spaniards of more progressive
ideology oddly enough came to share roughly the same view.

113 Hamilton, ““The Decline of Spain”, pp. 217-18, 226.

114 Pointed out by José Canga Argiielles in a note to one of Martinez de Mata’s
discourses; see Memoriales, p. 610.

115 Brit. Lib., Add. MS. 20977, fo. 221.

116 Report by Council of Castile, 17 Aug. 1666: A.H.N., Consejos leg. 7176 fo. 60.

117 The phrase is from Sepulveda’s Democrates alter; cited in Sainz, La evolucion
de las ideas sobre la decadencia espariola, p. 19. Sainz also quotes the words of
Quevedo: “Would Spain have known unnatural vice had Italy not taught it> Would
drunkenness have attended Castilian tables had the Germans not brought it? Would

the Inquisition have been harsh had Luther and Calvin not impugned our faith?”:
Sainz, op. cit., p. 31.
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Influenced by the Enlightenment and the Cortes of Cadiz, they
decried all that had preceded them as decadent, and so ironically

contributed equally to the myth of Spanish decline in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries.
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