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ABSTRACT

This work explains Central America’s post-colonial oscillation between civil war and
dictatorship in terms of the region’s political culture and institutions. In this sense, the work
explores the creation of an "uncivil society”. Moreover, to the extent that this exploration
inexorably takes us back to the colonial foundations of the region, it demonstrates the "enduring
primacy of origins", in reference to Central American resistance to paradigmatic shifts.

But this work is also an argument about political culture as a source of institutional
innovation -- an argument which links political ideology and practices not only to the recurrence
of civil war and dictatorship but also to the emergence of democratic exceptions.

Accordingly, the study follows a tripartite plan. First, it advances theoretical arguments
about political culture and its relation to practices and institutions. Secondly, it makes a set of
substantive claims about the causes and dynamics of uncivility in Central America. Finally, it
shows how the isthmus’ most uncivil society -- Nicaragua in the 19th century -- came close to
transforming its political culture and hence its system of governance; and it explains why this
system suffered the institutional reversal that made democracy the exception rather than the rule.
In explaining the latter, the work examines the "historiographical link" between past and present;
and concludes that the conceptual framework of ex-post acounts is as crucial as that which guides
political actors in the moment. For historiography not only engraves in memory a collective self-
understanding and concomitant notions of the possible, but also merges with tradition, which in
turn holds the key both to recurrent socio-political dilemmas and to their imaginative solution.

The theme that runs through the entire work is the interplay between cultural and
institutional origins, on the one hand; and cultural and institutional innovative and regressive
shifts, on the other. This dynamic continues to play itself out in the contemporary political
ideologies, practices, and institutions of Spauish American countries. Today, collective identity-
formation, with its attendant tactics and norms, is both a process structured by political culture
and institutions, and an immanent source of structural change. The resultant ideologies and
practices have important political consequences, for they foment and shape group suspicion and
trust-building; alliances and pacts; notions of "historical necessity” and attendant institutional
arrangements; methods of mass mobilization and related normative assessments; and dominant
views of "the rules of the game", as well as arguinents for "justifiable breaches" of those rules.

Thesis supervisor: Professor Myron Weiner
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CHAPTER 1

Worldview in Action and Institutions: Politics, Regimes and
States

If the past 1is any guide, many of the new
democratic and semidemocratic regimes [in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America] are 1likely to fail.
Indeed, a number appear to be perched precariously
on the precipice of new breakdowns into one-party
or military rule or even chaos.

-- Diamond, Linz, and Lipset (1989).!

Introduction

This is a study of the historical formation of political
culture and its relation to political practice and structure.
The work takes as its case colonial and post-colonial Central
America, and mnakes three claims. The first is that the
political stability of the colonial regime, as well as the

anarchic and violent politics of the post-colonial era,

reflected underlying patterns and shifts in the region’s
political culture. The second is that 19th-century exceptions
to civil war and dictatorsiip -- that is, viable governments
based on consensus -- were possible at all because of cultural
breakthroughs that both drew on tradition and adapted it to
the task of institution-building. The third is that the way
Central Americans practice and apprehend polivics today still
reflects the cultural components of older political practices
and institutions. Thus, to wunderstand the origins of
contemporary political violence, ephemeral democracies, and

the insubstantial nature of states in the region, we must
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first understand the political-cultural struggles, stalemates,
and innovations of the past.

These claims are grounded in an analysis of the region’s
political history and in theoretical contentions about
political culture itself. Together, they show that Central
American politics have been inextricably entwined with the
identity-formation of corporate groups, clans and localities.
This process of identity-formation in turn is inseparable from
the groups’ shared symbolic discourse and their competing
socio-political narratives. It is in these related aspects of
political culture and struggle that we must search, on the one
hand, for the origins of the mistrust and violence that
preclude positive-sum settlements; and on the other, for the
causes of exceptional ruptures that allow for trust-building
among foes. Delink politics and culture, and neither the
outcome of efforts at state-construction nor the viability and
character of particular regimes can be adequately explained.

Indeed, to look for the political and cultural origins of
mistrust and -- exceptionally -~ trust-building in Central
America, is to investigate a recurrence that has haunted
Spanish American nations through history: the repeated
breakdown and reconstitution of socio-political order.
Conversely, to examine the interruption of this vicious cycle
is to explore the complexities of political innovation.
Neither, however, can be done without an approach that treats

continuity and rupture not as opposites, but as entwined
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aspects of political practice and structure. Hence the
centrality of culture.

Culture 1links the individual to social context both
during the quotidian moments of life and at momentous turning
points. For culture is the worldview and the vast array of
beliefs and symbolic resources that enable us both to go on
with our social routine and to reassess profoundly the meaning
and value of our social lives. Put another way, culture is in
our memory and in our imagination; it shapes collective
remembrance and pervades our inventiveness. To the extent that
culture is made up of a system of beliefs, it can persuade us
that nothing can or should be done to change our
circumstances. To the extent that it is made up of symbolic
resources, it provides us with transformative ideas and means.

Worldview, systems of belief, and symbolic resources are
historically formed and socially embedded. They are shaped by
the past experiences and struggles of a collectivity, operate
through the agency of individuals as members of that
collectivity, and are enshrined in the norms and icons that
are in turn contested in new competitive rounds and battles.
The origins of Spanish American political culture, for
instance, can be traced to the sixteenth century, when the
relationship between the crown and the New World made
discourse and narrative central to identity-formation,

politics and society.
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From the start, monarchs dreaded the emergence of a
colonial feudal class, and in the hopes of administering their
new possessions wisely but firmly, encouraged the flow of
"intelligence" from the colonies. In response, conquerors and
colonists composed narrative accounts which, structured by
"notarial rhetoric" and "addressed to a higher authority",
served as potent instruments for appeal, petition, reply, and
exculpation: in short, for the "enfranchisement" both of the
writer and the territories.? These accounts, moreover, were
integrated into the works of official historians according to
a set of rules given them by a centralist crown which went so
far as to create the position of senior chronicler -- narrator
of the "State’s version of history".?

Abstracting from the Central American case, I argue that
culture exercises its faculty of structuration through
society’s primary discourse: an ideological linqua franca that
enables us to contest the particulars of our worldview
precisely because it provides us with a shared understanding
of its fundamentals. In colonial Central America, for
instance, conquerors and colonists drew on the discourse of
good and evil to apprehend their experiences and justify their
deeds. Accumulated in the Iberian peninsula during the long
centuries of the Reconquista, this discourse organized social
reality as a battleground for the two eternal forces of the
Christian universe, and pit the faithful against the infidel.

This discourse of good and evil, as we shall see, underwent
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modification in the post-colonial period, but did not change
fundamentally.

Discourse, however, is more than the restrictive system
which Michel Foucault sees as designed to control, exclude and
punish.?* It is also the vocabulary of our socio-political
narratives, which are in turn endowed with structuration
faculties but also with transformative power. To the extent
that narratives must be embedded in a primary discourse, they
structure our lives because in telling the story of ourselves
as political beings who operate in a given social system, we
shape our public identity and impose upon ourselves a code of
conduct. We both define our personae and set limits on our
degrees of freedom. Thus, colonial narratives, by making
antagonists into direct expressions of gocod and evil,
engendered two archetypical identities. One embodied the
virtues of self-abnegation: obedience, fidelity, truthfulness,
and charity. The other embodied perfidy, deceptiveness, and
avarice. Moreover, in their competition over recognition from
the crown, Central Americans strove to prove themselves the
fomer and their rivals the latter.

But to the extent that narratives involve different
people as protagonists, unravel varying plots and deploy the
prowess of unequal talents, their outcomes and consequences
are far from predetermined. Thus, in the quest for recognition
from the crown, one colonial narrative account often prevailed

over its rival, or at a minimum attained greater credence,
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which is to say that one antagonist was able to prove more
effectively than the other the meritorious deeds that in turn
reaped the rewards owed to those who served Crown and Church.
Fut another way, one of the "identities" lasted beyond its
textual existence, while the other perished at the hands of
the State.

If discourse and narrative shape identity, identity
shapes the tactics and strategies we deploy in competition and
struggle. For this reason, political practice is at base the
dynamic cultural nexus between actors and their context. In
competition and in struggle, the stakes we cherish and the
means we choose reflect at once our particular concerns and an
assessment of social values, constraints and opportunities.
Because fidelity to the king was constitutive of a colonial
virtuous identity, for example, colonial "cabildos" (municipal
governments) engaged in complex political practices that
preserved their image intact while allowing them to depart
from the royal will.

But if culture produces artifacts, it is never itself a
finished product. It helps shape institutions without becoming
one. The practices of colonial cabildos, for instance,
increased their de facto autonomy while preserving their
reputation for fidelity, but they also precluded the
development of a coherent, legitimating ideology supportive of
that autonomy. Meanwhile, the legitimacy of the crown remained

unchallenged even as that institution grew increasingly weak



in fact.

Thus, it is in practice that we can observe enacted our
intuitive awareness that culture makes us and that we make
culture. And it is particular practices that are
institutionalized, each with systemic consequences of its own.
The colonial de-linking of authority and power in practice,
for example, carried over into the post-colonial period,
rendering national central governments unstable as they tried
to assert control over 1localities which (even as they
proclaimed their ardent wish for a unified and strong nation-
state), were defiant of any ruler other than their own.
Indeed, shared practices which under the administration of
monarchical Spain had served to conciliate the demands of
virtuous identity with those of self-seeking interest, now
merely engendered suspicion, contempt and rancor among
competitors and rivals.

These passions -- no longer requlated by royal
arbitration -- infused the micro-politics of individual
localities, and fueled their persistent rivalry on the
"national stage". Temporary cessation of these practices
proved crucial to the success of rare, cooperative attempts at
state-building. Cessation, however, was a delicate and
complicated process that required the invention of new codes

of conduct and public rituals. To be sustained, these in turn

———required the recrafting of an older socio-political discourse

that imparted meaning to sentiments and deeds. Ultimately,
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19th-century Central Americans failed in this fundamental
task. But as I show, in trying, they left behind not only
crucial elements of the political culture which to this day
underlies their most difficult collective dilemmas, but also

invaluable clues for their resolution.

I. Accounts of Spanish American Politics and Cultural Theories

The arguments presented above in schematic form diverge
from the extant explanations of Spanish American politics, and
the evidence gathered in this study points to the need for a
revision of available cultural theories of politics. What

follows is a review of the prevailing arguments about both.

a. Spanish American Politics and Political Development

Violence, whether in civil strife or 1in coercive
governance, has been the salient characteristic of Spanish
American politics. On this point, the area’s historiography
converged with its folklore long ago. From the early decades
of the nineteenth century to the third gquarter of the
twentieth, one country after another seemed to oscillate

between two dreadful extremes. One was civil war and its

attendant threat of societal disintegration. The other was
dictatorship: socio-political conflict held in check by the

fierce control of rulers whose legitimacy was, at best,



repudiated by a significant part of the population.

There were, to be sure, exceptions; some more outstanding
than others. In South America, for example, Chile was widely
perceived as being endowed with a strong democratic tradition,
while Costa Rica was its analogue on the isthmus. Other cases
were less visible, notably Nicaragua, which though
particularly intractable even by Central American standards,
enjoyed thirty years of political democracy fom the 1860’s to
the 1890’s. Exceptions, however, could not obscure the fact
that they remained just that: exceptions. cCivil war,
dictatorial rule, and institutional breakdown remained the
thread connecting the histories of Spanish American countries
with markedly different patterns of economic development and
external relations.’

This diversity notwithstanding, the Modernization,
Dependencia, Bureaucratic-Authoritarian and Corporatist
approaches sought to explain politics and institutions either
as a consequence of socio-economic change, or as a response to
its exigencies.® In other words, and somewhat ironically, they
looked for the key to the region’s political uniformities in
the very socio-economic factors that made its countries
distinct.

Culturalists, in contrast, did focus on the countries’
shared Iberian traditions, but failed to specify the ways in
which these took the form of political practice. Thus Claudio

Veliz, one of the most sophisticated exponents of this view,
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concluded that the political history of Spanish America, with
all its social, ideological and institutional upheaval and
violence, can be read as the reflection of a centralist
tradition which, despite "liberal pauses", will always
reassert itself.’” Another influential culturalist, Richard
Morse, argued that this history was at base a clash between
the '"neo-medieval" outlook and institutions of colonial
Spanish America, and the novel aspirations of the postcolonial
era.! But Morse’s argument also failed to demonstrate the
practices that dynamically link ideology and institutions over
time.

Finally, though state-centered approaches by the early
1980’s no longer assumed predetermined relationships between
socio-economic processes and politics, they either
concentrated on extant states or explored isolated attempts to
create new ones.’ Consequently, they 1left untouched the
problem of recurrence -- of violent conflict, institutional
breakdown, and dictatorial regimes. This pattern of
recurrence, however, also brought back the exceptions that had
first emerged between the later decades of the 19th century
and the early ones in the 20th: in the 1980’s, it brought back
political democracy to countries that had 1lost it. This
democratization was explained as a transition process,!" but
its causes were left unaddressed.!' By the end of that decade,
recurrence presented us once again with the need to explain

political uniformity amidst socio-economic diversity, even if
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this time uniformity was welcome: one country after another
turned to democracy in the late twentieth century.

But no sooner had we begun to search for explanations for
this welcome change, than reports from the field about the
difficulties of democratic consolidation warned of the past’s
continued hold on society and politics. Analysts who paid
serious attention to political culture -- notably Diamond,
Linz, and Lipset -- assumed a tentative position. They posited
that cultural shifts in favor of democracy were taking place
as a reaction to authoritarian regimes, but they also
cautioned us about the precariousness of the new democratic
and semidemocratic regimes.!?

And indeed, 1like its most astute observers, Latin
American politics seemed of two minds as the 1980’s came to a
close. Venezuela and Guatemala teetered between constitutional
and unconstituional rule. Peru succumbed to the latter.
Panama’s elections were aborted. The Colombian state was under
siege from drug-lords who controlled entire localities and
threatened the Federal judiciary. And Nicaragua, after a
historic display in the exercise of electoral democracy,
gradually crept back to the edge of civil war. Like social
science, that country once again faces the past because it has
postponed resolving in practice the questions that are
difficult to answer even in theory.

To set aside such questions -- why violent politics? why

civil war and dictatorship? why democracy at the least
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expected moments? -- is to repeat old mistakes. It is to leave
these countries to their tragic cycles and social science to

chase after them in circles.

b. Political-Cultural Analysis

For a long time ~-- from the century of Weber, Durkheim
and Marx to ours in the days of Parsons -- social science
located political culture in the realm of values, beliefs and
sentiments. These constitutive elements of culture were seen
as analytically elusive; their significance could be
determined only by proving their causal connection to
"objective" structures, such as the "material base", and to
"rational" behavior -- say, voting. A major shift has since
taken place under the persuasive force of theoreticians who
argue that culture is a "symbolic, expressive, and behavioral
phenomenon" that is itself "observable" in "language, ritual,
and systems of classification"."”

Indeed, the argument that culture is part of the stuff
from which we construct society is now a plausible one. In
Peter Berger’s work, for example, human beings create
institutions out of shared symbols in an effort to establish
a stable order of meaning, for it is institutions that provide
the regulation and control not immanent in man. Mary Douglas,
too, equates society with the presence of order; but she looks
for its sources in the moral boundaries that demarcate

identity and permissible behavior, and views rituals as the
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means whereby people make social reality. Michel Foucault, in
contrast, perceives society not in terms of boundaries but
relations of power; and human beings and social systems as
immersed in the language -- the "code of knowledge" -- of
their epoch.! Clifford Geertz in turn sees us as suspended in
"webs of meaning" which we ourselves weave; and our actions as
"texts" with a symbolic content to be interpreted.!

These cultural analyses can take us a long way toward
explaining not only how socio-political order is possible at
all, but also the differences between types of societies and
political systems. The preservation of authority in a
hierarchical system, for instance, has been linked to worlview
and ritual by Geertz, who has arqued covincingly that the
19th-century Negara was a theater-state bent on approximating
the imagined ideal of a divine ranking-order. Accordingly,
statecraft was vitally dependent on social, aesthetic, and
natural symbols, which were in turn compelling because they
simultaneously drew on shared meanings and evoked competitive
struggles based on display.!'¢

Conversely, at the opposite end of the spectrum from the
elaborate Negara, Pierre Clastres has found that the interplay
between discourse and role-playing in so-called primitive
societies abolishes hierarchy. Thus, if power was at once
defined and concentrated by the Negara and its "cult", in
primitive society it is defined and then dispersed. The tribal

source of power 1is located in eloquence and technical
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competence -- the preconditions for chieftanship. But the
group by playing "deaf", for example, drains all actual power
from the chief, annihilating in the process the origins of the
state.’

These accounts of social and power relations, however,
contain a flaw which is critical precisely because it stems
from their strength: so persuasive are they in the hands of
masterful evponents that while we are in their thrall, we tend
to forget that collectivities are as much about conflict as
they are about order. More radical than stable competition and
more profound than sheer power struggles, conflict goes to the
core of socio-political order. For conflict draws its
destructive elements from the very source that gives order its
elements of structuration: culture. Symbolic power and
symbolic violence, as Pierre Bourdieu has shown, are crucial
to the maintenance of bonds of domination.' But the breaking
and remaking of these bonds also entails symbolic strategies
which are deployed on behalf of clashing interests.!®

If strategies, not rules, hold the key to the cultural
analysis of human behavior, then we neeed not conceive of
individuals either as simple creatures of obedience or as gods
unconstrained in the construction of their own worldviews. For
strategy, on the one hand, is assembled within a given social
structure; and on the other, it expresses the strategist’s
particular interests, which are in turn inextricable from his

structural position.?
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Thus we can begin to address the causal role of culture
in the construction and transformation of socio-political
order. Culture, Ann Swidler has argued, matters not because it
shapes the values according to which we organize our actions.
Rather, culture is of consequence because it provides the
resources we use to build our strategies. Simply put, in order
to organize our approach to 1life’s opportunities and
challenges, we must select from 6ur society’s "repertoire" of
symbols, rituals, stories, and worldviews. Hence the tenacity
of practices even in the face of the self-evident fact that
people are not "cultural dopes" but competent "users of
culture".?

For Swidler, however, an explanatory framework that turns
on strategies requires two models, one that obtains during
"settled" periods, another during "unsettled" times. In the
former, culture influences behavior because it provides the
resources with which we put together "lines of action". In the
latter, "explicit ideologies" rule over action, but structural
opportunities for action determine the fate of competing
ideologies.?

This "double-model", which seeks to provide causal
explanations based on cultural analysis, also contains a flaw.
It is simply this: the reasons for the emergence of competing
ideologies, and -- not unrelatedly ~- for the transition from
"settled" to "unsettled" times, are left unexplained. Indeed,

we lose sight of the fundamental connection between culture,
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on the one hand, and structural disruption and reconstitution,

on the other.

II. History and Culture in Politics: An Alternative Account of

Practice and Structure in Central America

Tracing the cultural sources of socio-political order by
no means settles the classical discussion of how society is
possible at all, but it does enrich it. Focusing on the
cultural aspects of strife does not exhaust the topic of
conflict but it does make it more manageable. And identifying
the cultural components of tactical approaches and strategies
does not capture the workings of political practice entirely,
but it enables us to conceive of political practitioners as
complex beings, at once socialized and unpredictable.

Thus, following Geertz, I 1link meaning to social
structure. People, to be sure, do not rise in the morning to
ponder their society’s central system of beliefs and its
degree of justice. But in their interaction with one another,
members of a society are bound to enter into conflicts, small
and large, which force them to assess the quality of their
world. This they can only do with reference to a worldview and
the purpose it confers upon their lives.

In order to understand the ways in which people as
individuals within a collectivity proceed once they have made
this assessment, as well as the systemic consequences of their
choices, I also build on the work of Clastres, and connect the

deployment of representational skills and capabilities to the
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distribution of power.

And with Bourdieu and Swidler, I depart from the premise
that a social being -- a "user of culture" -- is an agent both
of cultural structuration and individual spontaneity. Fellows
in a shared system of meaning can still be mutually intriguing
precisely because their strategies, though sufficiently
generic to fit systemic constraints and possibilities, are
also the artifacts of their distinct styles and temperaments.

In this study, however, I join at all times the process
of identity-formation to political practice. Given the
centrality of identity to competition and struggle, not just
strategies but also rules come into play. We are who we are
because, guided by worldviews, we exact through the
injunctions of those guides and the power of our methods,
certain kinds of behavior from ourselves and from others.

In other words, we conceptualize and execute plans, but
we also live by codes. We are normative schemers. Through the
canons of discourse, structure grips us: ideology shapes our
identity, which in turn influences practice. But in practice,
narrative serves as a vehicle for individual spontaneity,
setting in motion competitive processes and struggles whose
outcomes are often unpredictable.

This view of the political self is not incompatible with
the rational actor that is often the protagonist of modern
political economy. Individuals do seek to maximixe utility,

and they do employ the "best means at their disposal" in the
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pursuit of their goals.? However, I contend that actors’
preferences and means are determined not through the
calculations that flow from atomized selfishness, but through
the calculations that attend our embedded egoism. Our
rationality is at the service of our political-cultural
identity.

Conversely, though I embrace the communitarians’
proposition that we derive our identity and sense of belonging
from our narratives of communal tradition and aspiration, I
also contend that we deploy those same narratives against one
another. Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, who speaks of the
"narrative phenomenon of embedding", sees tradition as a
"context" for rationality, and posits that tradition is either
"sustained" or Ycorrupted" by the "exercise or 1lack of
exercise of the relevant virtues".? In contrast, I maintain
that tradition is simultaneously a source of cohesion and
conflict precisely because our narratives are also vehicles
for the political contestations of claimants to virtuous
identity.

In sum, as I show in this study, when 1looking at
political beings in operation, we are imvariably faced with a
complex interaction of activities that social science has
traditionally separated analytically: the communication of
meaning, the enforcement of normative sanctions, and the
deployment of power.?” In practice none can make sense or be

effective when de-linked from the others. And together, as we
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shall see, they rarely leave socio-political structure

untouched.

1. Theoretical and Empirical Foundations

This work blends an interpretative approach and causal
analysis into a single explanatory framework that accounts, at
the theoretical level, both for persistence and discontinuity
in political culture and practice. At a more concrete level,
however, I present historical evidence drawn from colonial and
post-colonial Central America in support of theoretical
arguments about political culture and the latter’s relation to
practice and institutions in the region. I draw on a wide
variety of secondary sources and primary materials, including
first-person chronicles, and previously un-mined letters to
the king from individuals and <cabildos (municipal
governments), Royal decrees, "certificates of racial purity",
sermons, eulogies, cabildo minutes and decrees, broadsides,
pamphlets, newspapers, presidential addresses, diaries, and

personal correspondence.?

a. Worldview, Identity and Practice

Our chronological point of departure is the sixteenth
century, when imperial Spain and colonial Spanish America
submitted to a vision that successfully blurred the spiritual
and temporal aspirations of incessant <conquest and

colonization. This vision, to paraphrase Waldo Frank, held
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that the world was to become part of the Spanish state, and
that the Spanish state was part of the “orpus Christi. Fully
developed under Charles V, who was himself literally the
"head" of that state and as such boldly declared Spanish to be
the language of God, this vision was nothing less than the
regnant metaphor of empire.

At once mystical and political, this metaphor ruled over
the imagination of Spaniards and colonials alike. Before their
eyes, Spain’s Reconquista from the "infidel" -- a protracted
task whose successful completion was still fresh in memory in
the early decades of the sixteenth century -- now extended
itself into the forward-looking, trans-oceanic mission to the
New World. The emperor himself was at the service of this
vision. As head of empire, he was expected to coordinate the
motions of his ever-expanding "body", a duty as delicate as it
was enormous. On the one hand, the emperor depended on the
daring of his captains and footsoldiers to carry out his
vision. But on the other, as they grew powerful and wealthy
they were likely to seek autonomy, thus posing for the crown
the classic challenge of feudal lords. Moreover, if the
emperor was to control them, he needed "intelligence", which
could only be provided by his subjects overseas. Yet how to
discern truth from falsehood if those self-same subjects were
the object of every monarch’s fear and suspicion?

Remembrance evoked mistrust even as imagination called

forth a future that could only be built on faith. To strike a
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balance between these contradictory forces, the metropolis
established a complicated, inquisitorial bureaucracy in the
colonies. Officials and notaries, conquerors, colonists, and
friars all became royal informants. Political competition
itself turned on one activity: scribbling. Linking discourse
and institutional analyses, Chapter 2 demonstrates how 16th-
century Central Americans responded to the king’s
inquisitiveness with competing narratives which, drafted in
the discourse of good and evil, depicted the clash between the
champions of church and crown, on one side, versus their foes
on the other: Spaniards against 1Indians who resisted
subjugation; and "virtuous" Spaniards against compatriots who
"revealed" themselves as villains.

These narratives were central to political competition
because they were, in principle, credible. The veracity of
particular accounts was always in dispute. But the fundamental
conflict, as represented in a typical account, was more than
plausible; it was accepted as truth. Thus, to persuade the -
monarch and his Council that a royal favorite was a traitor,
required great effort and skill from a colonial writer. But it
was not even necessary to persuade them that in the New World
the forces of loyalty and treachery were locked in savage
battle. For the suspicious monarch and his vigilant
councilmen, like the narrators themselves, saw the world in
terms of good and evil. Indeed, even the identity of the

Christian monarch had certain constitutive virtues which
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legitimated the sovereign’s role as head of the body politic.
Compassion and responsiveness were two such virtues.?”

Stated more generally, every epoch has a vision. And even
when we seek to deceive, our deeds pay homage to our visions.
If we see the world in manichean terms, then we are doomed to
struggle, until we transform our consciousness. But profound
transformation, as Richard Rorty has argued, requires us to
make qualitative leaps of understanding, which in turn demand
that we invent new metaphors.? If a metaphor strikes a
public chord, it is no mere private quirk. It then becomes a
link between personal and collective narratives, and thus, a
link between personal and collective identities. For absent
narrative, there is no context of meaning for the self, or for
the collective identity to which the self belongs. Absent
narrative, recollection of both the old and the new becomes a
task equally impossible for a group with a long record of
cohesion (if we could fathom such a group without its own
self-conscious story) as for a youngster trying to memorize
nonsensical information by rote. In short, as Charles Taylor
posits, because the self is endowed with "temporal depth",
"self-understanding incorporates narrative".?

It is in the self as member of a collective identity that
the unintended, as much as the planned aspects of social
activity finally come to rest -- either to be remembered or to
be forgotten; to be assimilated, or to do battle. And taking

stock of surprises once they come to pass, living with the
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supicion that the unforeseen awaits in the future, and
disregarding both when necessary, all require that people tell
stories -- in new and old ways =-- about themselves, as
individuals and as groups.

People, however, cannot craft narratives de novo. Rather,
they draw on society’s primary discourse -- its ideological
lingua franca. It is this discourse that both allows us to
understand and to handle situations. As Kenneth Burke claimed,
people make sense of reality partly through a system of
"grammar" which defines particular circumstances; and approach
reality "rhetorically" -- that is, with an intent to persuade.
Language, in short, is more than a conveyor of information.¥
It is at once a biased guide and an instrument of
transformation.

Both the structuration and transformative faculties of
language come together in socio-political narratives. Because
we each draw on society’s primary discourse to craft the
narrative that presents us to the world as a self-contained
persona and as a part of something greater than ourselves, we
are agents of structuration. As we construct and defend our
own distinct identity, we become the product of the
collectivity’s ideology because the virtues and vices
constitutive of all identity are embedded in the discourse of
that ideology. But we also become, to varying degrees,
skillful manipulators of ideology, because through life’s

vicissitudes, identity influences the self’s choice of tactics
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in the face of challenges and opportunities.

To be effective, a tactical approach must leave untouched
that which is valued or unassailable while in the process
removing obstacles and resolving conflicts. In short, it must
create the necessary degrees of freedom for opportunistic
maneuver at the lowest cost possible to the self. And if the
identity of the self is inextricable from the biographical and
cultural narratives that give it shape, then narratives too
are indispensable to the self as tactician. Tactics, in sunm,
are at once cultural and political, and therefore they are
both recurrent and contingent. They are shared practices
which, like democratic elections, work in predictable ways but
have unpredictable outcomes.

Chapter 3 argques, for example, that Central American
colonials engaged in the practice I call "dramaturgical
obedience". Legalistic, ritualistic and even liturgical at
times, dramaturgical obedience was an enacted narrative which
enabled practitioners to affirm their fidelity to the monarch
while departing from the royal will. Stated differently,
dramaturgical obedience preserved the self-abnegating identity
of practitioners while in pursuit of self-seeking objectives.
And as we will see, from the 16th to the 19th centuries,
colonial and post-colonial Central Americans developed
variants of this practice to fit historical changes.

Narratives, then, go beyond words and texts to include

ceremonies and rituals. And as with textual narratives,



25
members of a collectivity do construct their ceremonies and
rituals by drawing on the signs and schemes -- the discourse -
- of their worldview. But the ceremonies and rituals are
enacted stories that symbolize and justify beliefs, emotions
and deeds. In so doing they become not only affirmations of
commitment to a worldview but also, in principle,
opportunities for defiance. Put another way, when observants
of ritual publicly bow to a worldview, they also take a stand
against its opponents. In this sense, rituals are a political
demonstration staged by the "establishment".

As affirmations of commitment, enacted stories can serve
radically different social systems. They can be as central to
the perpetuation of Geertz’ elaborately hierarchical state as
they are to Clastres’ state-less tribes. If in the former
ceremony and ritual serve a state that is obsessed with
status, in the latter, they serve a society that annihilates
the state. Thus, as Brenneis and Myers have noted, though
political discourse varies in style and significance in
egalitarian and hierarchial communities, it is important in
both types of systems, because it transcends "persuasion and
display", and calls forth "specific visions of the social
world" ¥

The practice of dramaturgical obedience, however, shows
that socio-political narratives -- textual and enacted -- can
serve radically different systems, but can also simultaneously

uphold a society’s vision and undermine its systemic



26
foundations. In Central America, dramaturgical obedience
enshrined the dominant ideology, never explicitly challenging
the wordlview inherent in the discourse of good and evil or
the power relations prescribed by that worldview. Indeeqd,
until the very end of the colonial regime, the illusion
reigned that the "sovereign" was omnipotent -- an illusion
sustained by the ways in which dramaturgical obedience
constantly conciliated between a centralist state and its
faithful overseas subjects, who for various reasons and at

different times deemed it necessary to depart from the royal

will.

b. Practice, Identity and Structure

But if the practice of dramaturgical obedience helped
entrench the dominant ideology, it also shifted de facto power
relations. Because this shift occurred in imperceptible
degrees, however, its cummulative effect becomes clear only in
retrospect and after careful analysis of those relations. In
the sixteenth century, for instance, the Spanish crown moved
to abolish the taking of Indian "war-slaves". The move was
successful in principle. But even as the crown succeeded, it
proved vulnerable to requests for exemptions from Central
American "cabildos" (municipal governments). Such requests
were viable at all because colonials waged "just wars" on the
basis of ceremonial compliance with the "requerimiento", a

legqal document whose reading "offered" Indians the choice:
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convert or fight. In other words, this early variant of
dramaturgical obedience enabled colonials to obtain exemption
from royal decrees without posing a threat to royal authority.

Specifically, appelants made the case that the Indians of
the region were "indomitable and obstinate". For their part,
self-declared absolutist monarchs reversed themselves and
granted the appelants favors without diminishing the crown’s
legitimacy. Such reversals, however, immediately evoked the
angry opposition of religious orders, leading in turn to
further retreats on the part of the monarchs (who were also
Christian emperors). The result was a pattern of royal
oscillation in response to pressure from below.

Practice, then, can transform power relations even as it
leaves core ideology intact. Chapter 3 demonstrates how this
erosion of the center’s de facto power and the corresponding
increase of de facto power in colonial municipal governments
was not attended by a transfer of legitimacy from the former
to the latter. This was because dramaturgical obedience was at
once an affirmation of the extant ideology and a way out of
ideological constraints. As long as fidelity to the king
remained constitutive of the virtuous identity, for example,
cabildos professed allegiance to the crown even as they defied
the royal will, thus preserving their own identities as "self-
abnegating" subjects while in pursuit of localist interests.

The crown continued to live with dramaturgical obedience
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as best it could, now and then launching investigations into
particular instances at the behest of other colonials who were
either jealous or incensed, but never moving to abolish the
practice. Dramaturgical obedience, from the sovereign’s
perspective, struck a working compromise between its
centralist and absolutist intent and the need for autonomous
action on the part of subjects. The crown, in short, tolerated
the practice not as if it were veiled disobedience, but rather
as a demonstration of utilitarian devotion.

Given this implicit accord between crown and subjects,
there could be no explicit connection between legitimacy and
the 1localities’ autonomous power. Rather, an explicit
connection was made between legitimacy and appearances. The
logic of the accord did not state: "you may pursue independent
goals because you have the right". Rather, it stated: "show
your fidelity to the crown, and the crown shall accept your
selfish pursuits". In other words, in the construction and
defense of the virtuous identity, meaning, norms and power
came to form a coherent whole. Hence the ongoing, keen
coumpetition among colonials to preserve and enhance their
image as diligent, loyal subjects while in the process of
conquest and colonization.

But Chapter 4 shows that as the conquest and colonization
phase came to an end, Central Americans could no longer claim
the meritorious deeds which, in the traditional discourse of

good and evil, would have proven them worthy of royal
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recognition. There were no more territories to conquer, no
more souls to save. Adaptation was required. So, as the
chapter also shows, in the 17th and 18th centuries, colonials
modified the discourse of good and evil by making "notability"
-- literally, social visibility -- the primary indication of
moral worth. Stated differently, the emblems of status, such
as titles and ceremonial roles, became both object of
contention and part of the vocabulary which rivals used to
"narrate" and display their virtuousness.

Central Americans, in short, found an alternative way to
construct archetypical identities: in the "mature" colonial
period, all strove to be socially "visible". Accordingly,
certificates of racial purity, for example, were crucial to
families; pageants were crucial to sodalities and pueblos; and
the chapels of the craftsmen were crucial to the guilds. By
the end of the 18th century, Central American society was a
world of emblems, a world in which clans, localities and
corporate groups defended their badges, positions and ranks as
if they were constitutive of life itself. They defended, in
short, their emblematic identities. And the extant social
structure -- which marginalized social and racial hybrids who
could not prove their "worth" -- was itself justified in the
older discourse of good and evil. The "visible", and most
especially the "notables", could be seen and were even
"conspicuous" because they were upright. The "no-ones", in

contrast, were socially invisible because they were "degenerates".
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These struggles over appearances were the struggles of a
society which, rather than "static", as Richard Morse has
claimed,” was characterized by what I call "structured
spontaneity" - a system of mutually sustaining
contradictions. On the one hand, identities and ideology
turned ever more obdurate and social structure remained
rigidly hierarchical, and on the other, competitors were
rarely in repose and political quiescence was uncommon.
Structured spontaneity, in fact, was the macropolitical
expression of dramaturgical obedience. And it is in this
system of mutually sustaining contradictions that we find the
key to the puzzle of recurrent civil war and dictatorship. For
it is in this system that, borrowing the language of Anthony
Giddens, we find the answer not only to the question of how
Central American society "binds" in time and space, but also
how it seems to fall apart one moment only to be reconstituted
the next. In other words, how it obtains, preserves, loses and
then regains its "form".

Macro configurations of social order can change, for
example, in response to systemic reform or revolutions. There
is nothing startling in this assertion. But the historical
recurrence of specific types of socio-political configuration
is puzzling. Such recurrence is as strange, in fact, as the
proposition that identities and ideology can remain obdurate
through intense political competition, and ultimately, even

through repeated struggle and social convulsion. Yet, micro
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obduracy and macro recurrence are not only causally inter-
related, they both stem from the inextricable and dynamic
connection between discourse, narrative and identity -- a
connection which obtains during moments of stability as well

as crisis.

c. _Continuity and Rupture

Our sense of mastery over the world, and conversely, our
retreats into docility, are influenced by the way we
comprehend our struggles and their outcomes. In our eyes,
legitimate practices are both a plan of action and a
justification of results. And all established practices,
legitimate or not, reaffirm our notions of the possible and
the inevitable. Even a rudimentary account of our previous
interaction with the world, by corroborating our expectations
of what is within our reach and what lies beyond it, at once
leads us to strive anew for meaning in our waking moments, and
allows us to rest in the knowledge that our gains will not be -
lost in slumber.

In other words, given ths "temporal depth" of human
beings, quotidian continuity is viable because through
narratives we both memorise and explain the essence of our
past. Only possession of this interpretative remembrance can
give us long moments of serenity even as we strive for ascent.
Central American cabildos, or municipal governments, for

example, sought privileges from the monarch by dispatching
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narrative accounts of the meritorious deeds of local groups.
The cabildos entered their stories of distinction and honor
into the public record -- that is, into the ongoing narrative
of the locality -- which was itself to be conveyed to the
metropolis, from whence it would return, after months, or even
years, integrated into the grander tale of empire.

Awaiting titles and commendations, people and town
proceeded in chore and creativity, sustained by the reasonable
hope that they were to be inextricably entwined with the
legendary glory of the monarchy and the eternal worth of the
church. Creole notables and Indian sodalities, for example,
made "donations" to the royal coffers, then patiently awaited
the king’s "grateful acknowledgement", which upon arrival,
would be loudly publicized and discussed for many days in an
extended process that enhanced the stature of the donors.

The cabildos’ narratives, in short, satisfied people’s
need for a sense of place in the social order by 1linking
identity, deeds and rewards. Indeed, the more cabildo
narratives succeeded in this task, the more the narratives, as
a collective practice, had a twin systemic effect. One was the
structuration of an aristocratic society and the ongoing
legitimation of royal authority. The other was the increasing
importance of the cabildo as regqulator of the incessant local
competition over status and ©privilege. Neither the

distribution of rewards -- so critical to the formation of
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social classes -- nor the correlation of forces between a
cetralist state and its localities can be understood without
reference to this competitive process.

Furthermore, the narratives sent to the metropolis,
whether by cabildos or individuals, had the recursive effect
of imposing strictures on the behavior of colonials. To forge
a virtuous identity on paper was not enough: virtue in
practice was expected too, even in the face of upredictable
challenges and personalist ambition. Hence the centrality of
dramaturgical obedience, not only to its practitioners but to
the colonial system, whose contradictory interests it
conciliated on a routine basis. Dramaturgical obedience,
then, was a force for continuity. But practices themselves are
of causal importance to ideclogy and socio-political structure
because they can lead to adaptation, disruptions and breaks
even as they promote tradition. I have already mentioned that
the way we make the outcome of our struggles intelligible to
ourselves can entrench ideology. But the workings and
consequences of our practices are only partially visible to
us, because our understanding of the causal links amongst
cognition, action, and consequence are invariably imperfect on
two counts.

On the one hand, when we connect our deeds to our vision
of the world, we do as we believe we must: we obey the dictats
of our faith. But the manner of our obedience depends on ocur

circumstances: we do what we must as best we can. In other
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words, there is gap between the exigency of our faith and our
capability to meet it. And to bridge this gap we often turn to
our imaginative powers. Herce the emergence of practices that
both exemplify a culture and violate its tenets. Recall the
dual purpose of dramaturgical obedience.

On the other hand, the causal connections we make amongst
cognition, action and result diverge from the actual degree of
correspondence amongst them. In the eyes of its practitioners,
dramaturgical obedience appeared to serve their personal
interests within the extant ideological strictures. But in the
long term, the practice proved detrimental to both ideology
and interests because practitioners could not foresee its
unintended consequences. No one could have been sufficiently
prescient to divine that particular expressions of obedience
to authority would add up to the erosion of that authority’s
power. Stated more broadly, practices can be dysfunctional at
the systemic level and still remain valid in our eyes. Or, in
the parlance of social science, we harbor functionalist
expectations but don’t always know with accuracy whether or
not they have been met. (This finding partially contradicts
theorists who argue that though societies do not perform
functions, they do have "constituent ways of life", and it is
these ways of life that must prove functional to us if they
are to survive).¥

Taken together, Chapters 5, 6, and 7 substantiate this

claim about the functionalism and validity of practice,
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demonstrating how the very mechanisms of continuity can
engender disruption. Chapter 5 explores variants of
dramaturgical obedience developed by colonials during the
first two decades of the 13th century to cope with the risks
and opportunities that attended the Napoleonic invasion of
Spain. Creole notables, we will see, were loath to appear
disloyal to the crown, but they were also determined to
increase their own power vis a vis peninsular officials within
the jurisdictions of their corresponding localities as well as
the autonomy of their localities vis a vis those of higher
rank. To further these ends, notables often used their
positions of influence in the local government to stage what
I call dramatic "representations of inexorable collective ire"
in which they figured as champions of moral virtue and
loyalty, engaged in political battle with a dazed, potentially
violent mass.

These dramas of inexorable collective ire, though staged,
were not without risk, because they were ultimately
unpredictable. No mere manipulation of normative strictures,
these dramas tended to claim a significant degree of autonomy
-- sometimes taking on lives of their own. As a result, creole
elites did create self-serving opportunities, but also ended
up genuinely struggling to vindicate their reputations.
Rewards and titles came to the successful, and shame to those
who failed bacause they were "unmasked" and shown to be

selfishly ambitious.
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Chapter 6 concentrates on the first phase of cransition
to independence, which as we will see, also marked the
emergence of what Myron Weiner calls an "uncivil society". The
chapter demonstrates that the previous failure to develop an
ideology supportive of autonomous local politics under the
colonial period left the region’s fundamental worldview
unaltered, which meant that political actors apprehended the
new struggles of the 19th century through an inherited, albeit
partially adapted, interpretative system. It was this system
that gave Central Americans their sense of the possible and
the inevitable. Accordingly, they developed their arguments
advocating constitutional monarchy, and later independence, in
traditional manichean narratives. These ideological narratives
depicted allies as members of a moral collective identity --
fellows who expected one another to preserve their convictions
both intact and uniform as they waged political struggle. In
sum, neither a change of mind nor a difference of opinion was
justifiable: both signified betrayal of the collective
identity -- of the moral community.

Constrained by this moral injunction against ideological
flexibility, post-independence Central Americans sought both
to preserve their virtuous identities and to gain additional
degrees of freedom by resorting to the political theater that
had been central to dramaturgical obedience. Thus, as rivals
waged their struggles, and as differences of opinions emerged

within camps, both inter-camp and intra-camp factions sought
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to settle conflict in their favor by deceptive means. But now,
absent the royal arbiter, conflicts dragged on without a final
resolution. Former allies, for example, explained their rifts
by making reference to the treditional worldview shared by
both, which divided men into two categories: the loyal and
honest; the treacherous and deceitful.

Political actors =-- all of whom relied on political
theater to enhance their degrees of freedom -- saw the
practice as legitimate in their own hands, but as a shameless
ploy in the hands of foes. "Unmasking" impostors, or at a
minimum, ridiculing their pretensions at virtue, became once
again a central political objective. Chapter 6 also begins to
show the social and institutional ramifications of this
profound mistrust and mutual disdain. Dominant political
groups, for example, labeled one another "Cacos", or Thieves,
and "Bacos", or Drunkards, later to become "Conservatives" and
"Liberals". And even as the Thieves and Drunkards defined
themselves in opposition to the other, they split internally.
Notables who were allies one moment now frequently turned on
each other the next.

Against this background, the collective mistrust which
the colonial regime had held in check began to break 1loose.
Here we see again that the outcome of political struggles is
about more than the distribution of resources. It is also
about the intelligibility of those struggles themselves --

about how we interpret, in imperfect ways, our defeats and our
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victories. At the broadest 1level this means that
historiography matters a great deal. For it is the partial
lessons we draw from the past that give rise to our notions of
the possible and the inevitable. At a more narrow level,
intelligibility is itself a political outcome, because
depending on how we come by it, a shared practice at any given
point can be embraced by some as an act of interpretative
obedience, ard denounced by others as an egregious violation
of the rules of the game. For this reason, a common struggle
can leave some filled with loyalty, others with rancor, and
all with a determination to inculcate these passions in future
generations. This is the price of opaque practices 1like
dramaturgical obedience.

Stated differently, opaque practices -- because they rely
on shared games of deception =-- have the perverse dynamic
effect of creating a seeming oxymoron: a dark transparency.
That is, we come to perceive ourselves as capabie of "seeing
through" one another, and what we invar.ably "see" is a rival
trying to deceive us. Worse yet, opaque practices can
indirectly "obscure" the outcome of such transparent practices
as patently free elections. In other words, even when
elections are procedurally "fair", we have difficulty
accepting the moral worth of the victor, whom we "know" to be
capable of T'"mesmerizing" and "deluding" the voters.
Accordingly, we often seek to "correct" electoral decisions,

though we never call into question the desirability of
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electoral democracy. Indeed, electoral democracy remains our

Q.

genuine aspiration. Hence the recurrence of elections an

military coups.

The less transparent our practices, the more violent our
politics and the more contentious our historiography. T h e
opacity of the socio-political practice of dramaturgical
obedience and its post-colonial variants, for example, led to
such disdain and suspicion among Central Americans that
radical disunity threatened to make the isthmus, in the eyes
of its leaders, easy prey for external powers. Fearful of
internal anarchy and foreign rapacity, Central American
political and religious orators made appeals for a new
beginning based on forgetfulness of the past, and sought peace
in a new shared context of meaning -- a new worldview.
Specifically, Chapter 7 shows that Central Americans began to
see in the family, which exemplified the unity of the "moral"
and the '"natural", the ideal model for societal harmony. In
other words, inherited notions of the possible and the
inevitable came together with the discourse of good and evil
to shape the "vision" that would replace the imperial metaphor
of the State as part of Christ’s mystical body and the king as
its head.

But a societal model that idealised the hegemony of the
family led to further strife in a society dominated by rival
families and localities. Which amongst tbtem, for example,

deserved to be the exemplary and therefore preeminent clan and
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city? Chapter 8 demonstrates how in the 1820s and 1830s this
familial metaphor blended with the manichean process of
identity-formation. Leaders and followers shaped their camps’
identities by crafting stories for "the public" in broadsides
and pamphlets -- stories which defined their own narrators as
"truthful", publicized the "other’s" treachery, and delivered
rhetorical exhortations in defense of the "national family"
against its immoral, scheming enemies.

The ultimate competitive objective of these narratives
was to gain the allegiance of "the honest" majority; the
immediate objective was to persuade this majority that the
n"yvirtue" exhibited by one’s foes was feigned, and that this
would sooner or later lead to perfidy. This last claim was
credible because it was endorsed by the high rate of alliance-
formation and dissolution. Alliances turned ephemeral as
families that believed themselves deserving of the privilege
to rule fought against one another for dominion of their
localities, then banded together under the banner of their
locality’s superiority to fight against another. Betrayal, in
short, became a central theme in broadsides and pamphlets,
which in turn were central to identity-formation.

By blurring the line between remembered experience and
expectation, this manichean process of identity-formation
served as a potent instrument of mobilization =-- both when
local rivals marshalled their followers in local fights, and

when those same rivals, united behind localist causes, led
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towns and cities into battle. Chapter 8 further shows how this
suspicion among intra-local elites and between rival towns and
cities had a destructive impact on the principal macro
institution of the post-independence era: the Central American
Federation. Presumably indispensable to the isthmus’ unity and
hence to its protection from foreign powers, the Federation
itself became a contentious institution riddled with intra-
partisan betrayals; and from start to finish was unable to
control fierce local fights.

Simply put, the sources of personal and local suspicion
were so numerous that the insitutional framework for unity
seemed as threatening to its members as widespread discord.
Indeed, as suspicion flowed from the common use of political
theatre to conciliate the exigencies of virtuous identity with
the need for tactical flexibility, even allies succumbed to
mutual mistrust. Within this context, the speculation that
Federal power might serve as the instrument of one’s actual or
potential rivals was so ominous to leaders and followers alike
that presidential incumbency was in itself an "argument" that
persuaded camps to launch concerted attacks on the office-
holder. On the one hand, at any given moment, the Federation
was expected by one group to impose regional discipline at the
expense of another. But on the other hand, Central Americans’
impulse to maintain order via presidential rule was equally
matched by their impulse to depose the president for fear of

the damage he and his closest allies might do to their
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regional, local and familial interests. Not surprisingly, the
Federation failed to impose order, and its member states
oscillated between the arbitrary rule of petty tyrants and the
convulsions of anarchy and civil war. Succintly put, the
Federal government was weak, and the states of the Federation
were ephemeral at best.

The Federation’s debility was particularly evident in its
failure to pacify the most violent state, Nicaragua, where
political groups, for example, were known to one another by
graphically insulting names.* These groups sought to be
distinctive even in the destruction their armies left behind
them: some punished the vanquished by severing an ear, others
mutilated the nose.

Tradition and rupture went hand in hand. By the late
1830’s, the Federation was defunct; Central America was now
composed of sovereign states. But the metaphor of the national
family still held the Central American imagination. Orators
and leaders, often one and the same, once again made repeated
attempts to wipe clean the slate of memory -- to erase the
rancourous traces history left in the consciousness ~-- so that
"familial unity" could be restored to the region. This was an
exercise in rhetorical denial. Rather than assault the
privileged notions inherent in the discourse of good and evil,
and face the ingrained fears that alienated them, Central
Americans left the former untouched and obscured the latter.

Once again, they proclaimed themselves family.
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But this family gathered the "decent" and "honest" within
its fold, and left the "immoral" outside its purview. Chapter
9 demonstrates how the familial model once again gave rise to
conflict in the 1830’s and 40’s, particularly among elites, by
leading them into an acrimonious debate about how best to
organize the lines of authority within the national family. On
the one side stood the Conservative paterfamilias defending
the "moral" nation from the "agents of anarchy". On the other
stood the Democrats, with their "fraternal" alternative model
in opposition to the Legitimist "despot" (but themselves
determined to establish "order"). The institutional stakes
were high, for the winner would decide which branch of
government -- the executive or the legislative -- would be the
strongest. And the government in turn would play a dominant
role in shaping the country’s post-rfederal "nation-state".
The chapter uncovers the meaning of this dispute and
explores its consequences by focusing on Nicaragua, by then
already infamous for its barbaric violence. Decoding the
dispute shows the "primacy of origins", Uday Mehta’s phrase
for describing Central America’s resistance to deep shifts in
worldview. More narrowly, decoding also shows that Legitimists
and Democrats were at base expressions of familial and
localist identities which, convinced of their moral worth, set
out to obtain control of national symbols of that worth, most
notably the right to head the national family in its

existential struggle for order. In the war that ensued between
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Legitimists and Democrats, the principal antagonists were the
traditional rival cities of Granada and Leon, each with its
own notable families and its own caudillo, or political
paterfamilias.

Their battles were at once military and rhetorical,
pitting not only armies but also argumentative stories of
evil, perfidy and dishonor against one another. As the clash
between "the dictator" and the "anarchic enemies of the
family" approached an impasse, suspicion reached extremes.
Finally, Democratic Leon took a bold step and imported a tie-
breaker from the United States: William Walker and his small
army of volunteers and mercenaries. Ultimately, Walker'’s
increasing independence from his Nicaragquan "employers" forced
the two Nicaraguan camps to forge a broad, bi-partisan
military alliance which encompassed the other Central American
countries. Together, they expelled Walker from the isthmus.

Foreign invasion, dreaded by elites since independence,
pushed rivals toward unity; and after victory, toward a
comprehensive settlement. Peace at any cost was the moral that
all Central Americans, and Nicaraguans in particular, now drew
from the lesson of William Walker. But each camp nursed
rancorous memories of their mutual rhetorical attacks. These
memories remained a serious obstacle to a post-Walker peace
agreement.

Moreover, neither Liberalism (formerly Democrats), with

its connotation of anarchic danger, nor Conservatism (formerly
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Legitimists), associated with paternalistic dictatorship, were
viable options. Instead, drawing on the experience of the
anti-Walker bi-partisan alliance, the camps’ caudillos --
Generals Martinez and Jerez -- decided on a bi-partisan
dictatorial pact.

This pact allowed the two caudillos to circumvent the
notables of their respective camps, as well as settle, the
caudillos believed, the conflict between the paternal and
fraternal alternatives. In this sense, the notion of the
"necessary" and "popular" dictatorship turned out to be the
ideological culmination of a historical, cultural and
political process. Establishing dictatorial rule was the next
step. And success in this endeavor seemed plausible at all to
Nicaraguan leaders because of the bi-partisan loyalty recently
demonstrated by their followers within the framework of the
bi-partisan alliance of the National War against Walker.
Stated differently: the leaders now expected that their pact
would not offend their followers’ and clients’ sense of
"right".

Accordingly, the two preeminent caudillos put their
"trust" in their respective camps, each man proclaiming that
he would not be punished by his own people for pacting with a
"villanous foe". In short, elite consensus presupposed an
imagined popular consent which would allow elites to set aside
the past altogether, empowered by an assumed act of "general

will",
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But in order to forget, as the particularly difficult
case of Nicaragua shows, it 1is necessary to revise the
narratives that hold our memories; and these cannot be revised
fundamentally unless we radically alter the worldview that
structures them -- which is to say, their discourse. Having
done none of this, the two Nicaraguan "dictators" were soon
embroiled in conflict once more, at times driven by their
disgruntled followers and allies, at times by their own mutual
suspicions. As a result, the bi-partisan dictatorial pact led
to a truce that was not only brief, but also ushered into one
of the most treacherous and turbulent periods of Nicaraguan
history.

Narratives, however, can be more than forces of
struturation that link us to the past as we move into the
future. We have seen that they also drive us to compete, and
that by influencing the way we render intelligible the outcome
of competition and struggles, they become part of that
outcome. In Nicaragua -- drawing on the discourse of good and
evil and on the narrative of the divided family -- the
notables redefined substantively the "virtuous identity" of
the president. The virtuous president became a "benevolent and
peaceful conciliator" =-- a definition which combined
historical learning, the traditional narrative of the familial
worldview, and the discourse of good and evil to create a
presidential identity in relation to the necessity of the

moment: pacification.
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Put in practical terms, Nicaraguans abandoned attempts to
conciliate "virtuousness" with the pursuit of power, and
instead sought their explicit de-linking -- but not, as
Chapter 10 shows, in the sense that they gave leaders license
to behave in explicitly "realpolitik" fashion. Rather than
endow virtuous leaders with active power, they turned
political leaders into symbols of the power of virtue. Thus,
every four years an exemplar of probity and humility was
elevated to the presidency, which the incumbent was expected
to renounce after one term. This representational mechanism
was at the core of the regime that came to be known as "The
Thirty-Years", a bi-partisan institutional arrangement that
governed Nicaragua peacefully between 1867 and 1893.

Chapter 10 demonstrates the workings of this
representational mechanism and its institutional consequences.
In essence, the mechanism recombined -- through rupture and
continuity -- the relationships that had obtained during the
colony among coercive power, normative strictures, and
worldview (meaning). Presidential candidates were selected on
the basis of their "moderate" character. Once in office,
presidents became the archetypical incarnation of the virtues
that would have inhered in a monarch, serving more as public
prisoners of benevolent dignity than as officials in power.
One of the president’s crucial functions, for example, was to
keep a "decorous silence" in the face of any rhetorical attack

launched against him in the ongoing discourse of good and
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evil. In this way, the president practiced political
abstinence. Like a tribal chief in a stateless society, he was
given power, which he then devolved to the notables of the
parties and to society through prolonged displays of noble
submission and impoverishing generosity.

The high transparency of these practices had a profoundly
stabilizing effect on Nicaraguan politics. To begin with,
these practices transformed the presidency into a national,
archetypical identity that exemplified the same virtues which
once had brought colonial subjects royal recognition and
social stature. This transformation satisfied the moralistic
demands implicit in the elites’ ideological 1legacy: the
president stood at the apex of the hierarchy because he was
virtuous.

But the president was so virtuous, in fact, that he was
also harmless. Thus, the elites’ traditional mistrust of
concentrated power was assuaged. Second, by making the
sanctification of scruples its principal task, public ritual,
as in the Negara, became an essential component of statecraft.
Specifically, the explicit and constant affirmation of virtue
through uncontested practices with uncontested outcomes
allowed leaders from both the Conservative and Liberal camps
to share power (as ministers and advisers) without necessarily
inciting charges of "immorality" and "perfidy" from their
respective middle ranks and bases.

Under the Thirty-Year Regime, to be sure, bitter
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political contestation did not cease completely. But it
proceeded within an emergent cultural-institutional context
that prevented such contestation from sabotaging the larger
effort at peaceful cooperation between the two parties.
Against this background of macro-political stability, the
regime was able to diversify the country’s agricultural base,
established a communications and transportation
infrastructure, and set the nation’s fiscal house in order
(thus obtaining access to international credit). The more the
regime accomplished, the stronger the nascent state grew. In
this sense, cultural breakthroughs produced a sturdy
institutional solution to the profoundly disruptive problem of
collective mistrust.

And yet, the regime imploded in 1893. Why? What accounts
for its ultimate fragility? The regime’s presidential system
transcended localism and personalism. This was its greatest
practical accomplishment. But at the same time, the
presidential system placed the regime’s fate in the hands of
each man it elevated to the office. Every election was an
existential gamble, because electing an inadequate candidate
meant risking desecration from within. Indeed, the regime’s
internal breakdown came the first time a president violated
its strict rules of executive comportment by -- among other
things -- making nepotistic and localist appointments, and by
seeking the presidency a second time. Above all, he

transgressed the boundaries of his own symbolic role by



50
attempting to rule. Such violation immediately led to the
dissolution of bi-partisan cooperative arrangements, the
resurgence of manichean identity-formation and mutual
mistrust, and a military coup that ushered into war. Once this
war was settled, the country reverted to oscillation between
distatorial rule and civil war.

This reversion leads us to a final question. If discourse
and narrative are crucial to identity-formation, and identity-
formation is in turn crucial to the ways we perceive one
another and thus to our institutional arrangements, why did
the Thirty-Years exception fail to leave an imprint on
Nicaraguan institution-building?

In the conclusion of this study I argue that the Thirty
Years Regime left no institutional legacy for two reasons,
both of which continue to shape contemporary politics. First,
Nicaraguan political elites, like most of their other Central
American counterparts, failed to develop a coherent ideology
that would have allowed them to institutionalize the primacy
of procedure over content. In this sense, the Thirty Years
Regime contained an institutional flaw that rendered it
exceedingly fragile in the face of unforeseen circumstances
and the complications of its own evolutionary process.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the absence of an
alternative discourse and worldview precluded the emergence of
a historiography that might have incorporated the lessons of

the Thirty Years Regime.
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It was precisely on both these counts, we will csee, that

Costa Rica was the isthmian exception.

IV. Remembrance and the Future
Historiography looks forward as it glances back. It is an

implicit but ongoing discussion of the future -- what is
inevitable and what is possible --- based on explications of
the past. Central American, and particularly Nicaraguan
historiography, is highly contentious. More often than not,
historical writing harks back to colonial socio-political
narratives, setting in motion acrimonious debates over the
veracity of previous historical accounts. Absent a "senior
royal chronicler“, the debates are never resolved.

Moreover; because history books are often written by tne
protagonists themselves, they are attempts at self-vindication
--attempts that are based on minutiae marshalled to prove or
disprove the accuracy of given dates and specific claims made
about hidden motivations. History books, in short, offer us a
confusing trove of historical data and speculation whose
reading leaves discussants entrenched in a multiplicity of
narrow disputes. To this day, Central American historical
accounts of nineteenth- and twentieth century politics can be
readily identified as either Liberal or Conservative, and in
specific cases, as either a defense or an attack on particular
caudillos. Of course, the revolutions and counter-revolutions

of the 1930’s, 1970’s and 1980’s also have their historians.



52
This marked partiality of historiography is a phenomenon that
is found in every Spanish American country, from Mexico to
Argentina.

Like the practice of dramaturgical obedience, partisan
historiography, though shared by camps, is recognizable as
such only in the hands of rivals. Hence the distinction made
since the late nineteenth century between one’s own
"veridical" acccunts (also reminiscent of the colonial epoch,
when credibility was a hard-won resource for chroniclers and
scribblers), and the "non-veridical" accounts of rivals. At
stake in the contention is the "truth" about the culpability
of various caudillos, families and localities in a series of
calamitous episodes, some of which date back to the early
nineteeenth century and involved the ancestors of those who
today argue about the pertinent details and continue to engage
in political struggle.

And the "truth" is never an insignificant stake. 1In
Central America, historical debates have been Kknown to
culminate in deadly physical violence between historians. Such
personalistic violence is, in turn, entwined with larger
conflagrations. For history has become the new repository of
the discourse of good and evil. Histories have become stories
which, taken separately, defend one camp against another;
taken collectively they reinforce the expectation that sooner
or later the "national family" is bound to suffer another

calamity. This is the "historiographic 1ink" -- Peter Smith’s
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phrase -- between past, present, and future.

The Thirty Years regime, headed by Conservatives from
Granada but widely inclusive of Liberals and notables from
various localities, repudiated in practice the story of
inevitable enmity between camps. But absent an innovative
discourse with which to draw lessons from the major triumphs
and losses of our lives and history, these may be subordinated
in meaning to received descriptions which barely capture a
changed reality; or worse, they may be forgotten altogether.
Thus, the collapse of the Thirty-Years 1led to mutual
recrimination, one group ascribing ignoble intentions and
malevolent deeds to another.

Then, for all practical purposes, the regime was
forgotten; its memory crowded off the page by an ongoing
collective tale which said that all worlds, large and small,
are divided between friend and foe. Beyond the boundaries of
this tale, the regime’s extraordinary resilience turned into
an inscrutable miracle. As time passed, its virtues and
failings still undeciphered, the regime came to be known
simply as The Thirty Years: three isolated decades delinked
from past and future and therefore politically useless. In
effect, a major political innovation was eradicated from the
collective memory of a people who once had lived and struggled

guided by the notion that to remember is to imagine anew.
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CHAPTER 2

The Inquisitorial State and Identity-Formation

As in language, with its rules of structure and style on
the one hand, and its potential for novel expression on the
other, the conquest and colonization of the Indies was both a
highly regulated enterprise and an opportunity to begin life
anew. Migration, trade, urban construction, and circulation of
European texts (including documents issued by the church),
were meticulously controlled by the Crown.! The structure of
the socio-economic hierarchy, moreover, was a given.
Conquerors and colonists fought not to redefine the meaning of
status, virtue, and honor, but for the right to claim them as
the emblems of their identities. Thus they displayed courage
and prowess in battle, then strove for rank, which in their
worldview evinced moral worth.

At the same time, however, conquerors, colonists,
officials and friars enjoyed the crucial freedom to correspond
with the sovereign. One monarch after another, anxious to
obtain the "intelligence" necessary both to stunt the
emergence of a colonial feudal <class and to govern
effectively, welcomed their letters and reports. For their
part, overseas subjects turned their documents into
instruments of political competition. Employing the received
discourse of the Reconquista, and following the notarial and

historiographic rules of a legalistic and centralizing state
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culture, they crafted narratives which built and destroyed
"virtuous" identities, in turn the basis for claims to various
privileges.

By discourse I mean the ideological lingua franca that
enables interlocutors both to agree on and to contest the
particulars of reality on the basis of a shared understanding
of that reality’s fundamentals. Thus, the discourse of the
Reconquista, embedded in long centuries of battle between
Christian and "infidel", rendered the world intelligible by
casting the sentiments and deeds of men as direct expressions
of two eternally antagonistic forces: good and evil.

Narrative, in turn, is a story -- an account as tale, in
our case, of the clash between these two eternal forces at a
particular time and place; a tale involving new antagonists in
the workings of a plot at once familiar and unpredictable. The
plot was familiar because it was written in the discourse of
good and evil, which imposed a widely accepted vocabulary of
intent, action and consequerce on antagonists. But it was
unpredictable because the antagonists as narrators, in their
effort to vindicate themselves in the eyes of their sovereign
-- the great reader -- infused "veridical reality" with the
imaginative power of their passion.

Thus rivals insinuated their political agendas even into
those texts that were strictly governed by the notarial and
historiographic rules of empire -- rules which aimed to gather

for the Emperor detailed and exhaustive information about
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social and natural life in his ultramarine posessions. This
chapter shows how conquerors and colonists deployed the
discourse of good and evil in an effort to gain royal
recognition and rewards even as they complied with the
metropolis’ insatiable demand for reportage and adhered to its
formal structure. As we will see, their narratives told the
sovereign about their own meritorious deeds while exposing the
ignoble comportment of others.

Significantly, conquerors dedicated as much intensity and
time to the depiction of treacherous conflict among Spaniards
as they did to the military confrontations between the
"faithful”" and the "heathen". But in either case, from their
narratives there emerged two archetypical socio-political
identities. One exhibited the self-abnegating virtues of
fidelity, valor, honesty, and charity. This virtuous self
bowed to the central socio-political injuctions of the
discourse of good and evil -- constant fidelity to the
sovereign and absolute adherence to church dictates. 1In
contrast, the posited foe of the virtuous self rejected self-
effacement and instead embodied the vices that everywhere
stood in the way of the champions of good: perfidy,
cowardliness, deception, and avarice.

Obdurate as they might be in their archetypical form,
these identities were easily lost by their "bearers" in their
political struggles over credibility. For in the quest for

recognition from the crown, one narrative prevailed over its
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rival, which meant that in any given struggle one antagonist
received the socio-political rewards that came to those who
proved their exemplary service to Crown and God. Put another
way, one of the identities proved its claim on virtue and thus
lasted beyond its textual existence, while the other perished
at the hands of the state.

This process of identity-formation and destruction, as we
shall see, had its origins in royal dread of alternative
power-holders. Monarchs interrogated their distant subjects;
and within this interrogatory context, Central Americans did
battle over a just distribution of rewards. In telling the
sovereign about the state of affairs in their "part" of the
New World, they came to see in one another villanous foes to
their own virtuous selves. And so, in retrospect, to look for
the passage from the cutthroat phase of the conquista to the
mature colonial period, is to come face to face with the
routinization of suspicion and rancor among colonists and

officials alike.

a. The Institutionalization of Regalist Mistrust:
Inquiry and Narrative

Royal suspicion of feudal lords was as embedded in the
experience of the Reconquista as the discourse of good and
evil that Christians deployed against Moors. In the New World,
the interplay between this ancient legacy of suspicion and the
novel experience of the initial stages of the conquest gave

rise to an imperial administrative regime which combined a
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hierarchical system of rewards with a complex system of
surveillance. In order to enhance its control over the Indies,
the crown not only created an immense bureaucracy, but made of
its colonial subjects royal informants.

The Trade House, for example, kept a monoupolistic grip on
trade with the Indies, while the Solicitor kept vigilance

within the House.? His functions are telling. He was

the king’s mouth in causes wherein he is concerned,

a check upon those that manage the revenues, a spy

upon those who embezzle it, an informer against

those that defraud it, an agent to improve it, and

lastly a two-edged sword in a civil and criminal

capacity, to defend the patrimony of the crown.?
Or take the Council of the 1Indies. Established as a
legislative, judicial and executive body, as well as policy
advisor to the monarch,‘ the Council also played a central
role in the internal surveillance of the colonial bureaucracy.
The Council, for example, made arrangements for the dreaded
"residencias", the 3judicial reviews conducted at the
conclusion of officials’ terms of office, and for the more
occasional and even more dreaded general inspections, or
"visitas".’

In the 1Indies, the remarkable autonomy of the
"adelantados" -- an exalted title granted to heads of colonies
during the conquest

-- gradually became a thing of the past as they were displaced

by a vast bureaucracy that was fully established in less than
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three decades. The officers of this bureaucracy operated under
the authority of the Crown. Transoceanic distance, however,
forced the Crown to delegate authority far more than was the
case in Spain, an anxiety-provoking state of affairs for the
monarchs, who tried as best they could to preclude treachery
from their highest representatives -- the viceroys.

In an attempt to select a loyal servant, monarchs chose
their viceroys from the nobles at court. A viceroy was "one
whose birth and position would insure his loyalty, and act as
a safeguard against malfeasance." All ecclesiastical and
secular officers owed deference and obedience to this viceroy,
the king’s representative, who was president or chief justice
of the supreme court (Audiencia) and commander in chief of the
army.S

But grievances which arose from a decision by the viceroy
or president could be taken before the judges of the Audiencia
for appeal. Indeed, audiencias enjoyed a significant degree of
autonomy and power. The Council of the Indies, for example,
delegated to the audiencia its obligation to instruct the
Indians. And judicial decisions reached by an audiencia could
be appealed only in civil suits of more than ten thousand gold
pesos. Such exceptional cases were elevated to the king.’

To this bureaucratic maze, viceroys brought with them, in
addition to some dependents, other people they could "trust"
and make their agents.? But as we have seen, the viceroys

themselves were not entirely trusted by the crown. In order to
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stunt personalist ambitions, the crown deliberately limited
the term of office of the viceroys (at first to three to five
years), and could either extend it or truncate it at will.

In its resolute efforts to prevent usurpation of power by
the members of the Audiencia and viceroys alike, the Crown
institutionalized suspicion 1in other ways. Traditional
instruments of surveillance such as the Residencia and the
Visita mentioned above were brought to bear on royal officials
in the Indies. The Residencia was a judicial review of an
outgoing official held by his incoming successor. The Visita
was an inspection visit to a part of the colonial realm, of
which there were two types, general and ordinary. A general
visitor was sent with full powers by the king, either from
Spain or from one of the colonies. An ordinary Visita had the
same intent as the general Visita, but originated at the local
level, and was one of the functions of the Audiencia, whose
members, like viceroys, could engage in direct correspondence
with the monarch, neither Audiencia nor viceroy having to
apprise the other.

The Crown made it

the special duty of the ecclesiastical authorities
and the members of the Audiencia to ‘watch the
governors, take care of each other, and give an
account to the King of what they observed and
considered worthy of his knowledge’. Other
observers or examiners with high-sounding titles,
such as royal investigators (pesquisadores),
visitors (visitadores), and seers (veedores) were
sent out by the King from time to time in order to
make personal reports to him as to what was going
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wrong and who was to blame ... and when the viceroy
or governor retired from office he was subjected to
a public hearing before a lawyer appointed by the

king, who acted as a sort of one-man court before
whom all who had grievances could air them.’

Both the Residencia and the Visita became points of
interaction between royal policy (aimed at supressing bids for
autonomy), on the one hand, and the colonists’ competitive
tactics, on the other. Consider the first Residencia held in
the New World, as described by the historian Ursula Lamb. In
1500, an investigative judge was sent to Hispaniola. He held
the first judicial review. In 1502 he was replaced by a royal
governor, who now held a Residencia of the investigative judge
and his officials. "It was a marvel," wrote Las Casas, "to see
people outdo each other to accuse [the judge] and to turn upon
him who had been the most generous of governors".

The governor’s term ended in 1509, when he was replaced
by Diego Columbus, son of the explorer. Now it was time for
the outgoing governor to be subjected to a Residencia. A suit
was brought against him by a disgruntled former ally who, in
accordance with the dictat of fidelity to the crown, portrayed
himself as champion of royal prerogative. The litigant’s case
turned on the accusation that the governor had "obeyed" but
had not "complied" with a royal order favoring the litigant’s
brother. '

The two aggrieved brothers also wrote a letter of

complaint and dispatched it to the king. The accused governor,
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however, seized and destroyed the letter. Predictably, the
king was informed of the incident by allies of the governor’s
rivals. "It makes me wonder at you," the angry king wrote the
governor, "knowing that I know [the authors of the letter)
personally and that any news they would send would only be in
my interest".

Significantly, the king approved of the governor’s
decision to obey but not to comply with his orders "because
{the orders] must first be obeyed but not executed, and then
consulted". But the king reproached the governor’s

interference with the mails because

all who want to write to us should be free to do
so, and any information received we will inquire
about and we shall make our decisions on the basis
of the whole truth; and truth once known we :hall
decide.!

Indeed, the crown ordered that "no official should prevent
anyone from sending to the king or anyone else letters and
other information which concern the welfare of the Indies".'
The king’s letter to Diego Columbus (the new governor)
explained that the previous governor had prevented the
citizens of Hispaniola from sending letters, "which was a
great disservice to the king," and then referred to his order

against such interference. Columbus was told to obey it, and

not to impede or allow anyone else to prevent any
person from writing to us as he wishes. Everyone is
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to have entire freedom to write, for no wctter what

they write I will see that what they say will harm
no one unless he merits it.

The king then instructed Diego Columbus and royal officials

henceforth not to restrict anyone who wishes to

send or bring books or accounts or letters or other

writings, but on the contrary everyone may write as

he pleases.!
There was more. The same crown that went so far as to deny
municipal governments the right to assemble their
representatives at Cortes (the Spanish assembly of
representatives from major towns), also granted these local
institutions the crucial right to correspond directly with the
sovereign. Colonial society, in fact, was soon populated by

informants, sermonizers, complainers, litigants, scribblers,

and chroniclers.

From the very beginning of the conquest and
throughout the sixteenth century, friars,
conquistadores, colonists, Indians, judges, and a
multitude of royal administrative officials sat
down in all the far corners of Spain’s World Fmpire
to compose personal messages to their king,
explaining what and who was wrong, and describing
the measures needed to remedy the situation.™

Many of these "scribblers" were newly-appointed officials, who
were also the judges of their predecessors. Other scribblers

were the Visitors, who investigated the powerful and informed

the king about them. To apprise the king, the "Visitors"
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employed the "carta-relacion" -- a report or a deposition
"bearing witness to something". This document was similar to
the "carta de relacion" -- a letter used by conquerors that
also served as a charter which enfranchised both the writer
and the newly-discovered territory."

Both documents, then, were legal instruments in form;
they were the almost imperceptible movements that collectively
added to the great machination of a legalist and centralist
state. For this reason, the specifications of the carta-
relacion, like those of other types of accounts, became more
detailed and standarized as administrative institutions
developed in the metropolis; and as policy debates enhanced
the need for overseas intelligence.!®

But both the letter used by conquerors and the letter
used by Visitors were, above all, narrative accounts -- often
rendered in intricate detail -- of events, incidents,
conflicts, peoples; and descriptions of the flora and fauna.
A Jjudge-visitor writing to his king from the province of

Guatemala succintly described the task at hand for narrators:

Viceroys, presidents and governors of these parts
have been commanded and ordered in your decrees and
provisions to prepare iong and truthful narrations
of the land, Indians, tongues, customs, rivers,
mountains, rarities, and things in their districts
which must be related to Your Majesty.!’
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As texts flowed in, the Crown was forced to create the office
of Principal Royal Chronicler-Cosmographer, whose function was
the preparation of appropriate histories and 3jeographies of

the Indies. The flow was vast.

Between the 1550’s and 1570s certain Audiencia
judges and other lawyers and officials began to
compose systematic descriptions of how the
indigenous systems functioned, making copious
recommendations for proper legislation. Chronicles,
often by ecclesiastics, began to be written in a
similar spirit, very different from the day-to-day
campaign accounts of the earlier conquest
histories. Around this time the royal government
instructed its local officials to carry out a
thorough survey, description and population
estimate of all its American domains, the famous
Relaciones Geograficas ... [and] merchants and
artisans in the central areas began to formalize
their guilds and write ordinances.!®

Indeed, Philip II, in his endless quest for information,
invented the questionnaire. Prepared by the Principal Royal
Chronicler-Cosmographer, the questionnaire evoked lengthy
replies, known as the '"Relaciones Geograficas", or
Geographical Narratives (Reports). The king also demanded that
his innumerable correspondents write clearly. Their letters,
the king told them, should be "brief, clear, substantial, and
decent, without generalities, using words which will most
appropriately convey the meaning of the writer".!

The king was bent on grasping the essence of the letters
because he was determined to apprehend aspects of the

"creation" theretofore hidden and now being "revealed" to him
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in recompense for the Christian intent of his imperial
explorations. Like his ancestors before him, Philip believed
that to posess information in its totality was to posess the

key to a happy kingdom. But the idea of a totality of

information -- a finite stock of data -- seemed plausible at

all because in the mindset of the day the universe was
contained by a providential frame. All that there was, was
there to be discovered and conquered. And God had chosen the
Catholic monarchs to make of the world a kingdom within a
kingdom. Even before Philip ascended to the throne, Spain and
its colonies were ruled ideologically by what we might call a

"regnant metaphor", developed fully under his father, Emperor

Charles V -- son of Juana the Mad, daughter of the Catholic
monarchs -- who dared assert that Spanish was the language of
God.

The regnant metaphor of empire, to paraphrase Waldo
Frank, held that the world was to become part of the Spanish
state, and that the Spanish state was part of the Corpus
Christi.?® According to this grand, mystical vision of
conquest, worldly ambition was the vehicle of spiritual
aspiration. Men were intrepid because they were in the thrall
of the highest authority. In this crucial sense, the metaphor
of empire both emboldened and disciplined the imagination of
the imperial soldiers. On the one hand, it legitimated the
expansive quest for dominions and the socio-political

distinction that came with success. But on the other, it
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reaffirmed the self-abnegating nature of the virtuous identity
embedded in the traditional discourse of good and evil. For
honor and status were indeed desirable posessions, but they
were not inherently legitimate objectives that could be
attained in a variety of ways. They were rewards granted by a
king who was himself at the service of a higher purpose; honor
and status were seen as the emhlems of a meritorious life.

This regnant metaphor, moreover, both empowered monarchs
and exposed them to criticism and appeals from their subjects.
Imposing a previously unfathomable task on Spain and its
monarch, this was an exigent vision, particularly harsh on the
emperor who, as head of an ever-expanding body, grew incapable
of seeing the distant "truth" of his realm. He needed eyes,
but he could fully trust only his own. So he became dependent
on competing eyewitness accounts. Consequently, as Lewis Hanke
has shown, all the ordinances promulgated by the crown were
influenced by complaints from the colonies.

But ironically, the emperor’s innumerable eyes ~--
conquerors, officials, colonists, friars and notaries -- saw
reality in a special way. For as the crown and its agents
tried to assert control over colonials -- either by resorting
to traditional investigative methods or more novel
inquisitorial tools such as the Questionnaire =-- the
importance of imaginative power became increasingly central to
the full spectrum of competitive struggles. Indeed, colonists

came to live by word and symbol, and of word and symbol they
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constructed a paradoxical world in which actors, though
desperate for credibility, doubted one another’s utterances
and gestures. As early as 1516, an anonymous memorial warned
that informers on the affairs of the Indies should not be
believed implicitly, for each one had his own particular
interest. In 1563, Martin Cortes, heir to the famous
conquistador, repeated the warning to the king in a letter

from Mexico:

Your majesty and your Royal Council of the Indies
should understand clearly that there is no story so
improbable concerning events here that witnesses
may not be found to swear to its truth, for
exaggeration flowers in this land.?

b. Narrative and Political Competition

Regalist and legalistic in outlook, one Spanish sovereign
after another was paralyzed by the prospect of ruling the
Indies without sufficient data and intelligence. But if
monarchs were avid collectors of information, their subjects
were bent on obtaining recognition for their merits. On the
basis of their proven fealty and valor, conquerors, for
example, sought the legitimacy of a royal appointment to a
governorship as support against rivals, who in turn cried for
royal intervention in their favor. Even in the post-conquest
years, the senior and the powerful looked to government for

legitimation of their positions in the status quo, while
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parvenus appealed for favors for themselves (and struck
alliances with officials who tried to control the conquerors
and encomenderos, the Spanish colonists who "protected"
Indians and in return received their labor).?

In their struggles for wealth, status and honor,
competitors "related" their meritorious deeds to the distant
crown. Conquerors and colonists, for example, turned legal
documents into autobiographical affirmations of self-worth.
Put another way, 1legal documents became instruments of
identity-formation. One such document was the "Relacion de
Servicios", or "narration of services." The Relacion was "an
ex parte statement of his services by the claimant, usually
declaring that he had served at his own expense and had not
been rewarded. ‘Rewarded’ as a rule meant suitably so".?

A similar document was the "Probanza de Meritos vy
Servicios", or "proof of merits and services". The probanza

was

another ex parte proceeding, taken under oath.
Witnesess were called and an interrogatory was
presented to them to bring out the points the party
wished to prove. A probanza was carried out under
oath to clarify facts which it was desirable to set
forth in perpetuity.®

The Probanzas almost invariably turned into highly
personalized accounts designed to obtain greater recognition
from the sovereign. They were miniature autobiographies imbued

with the author’s sense of his own worth.?” Indeed, historians
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have speculated that Bernal Diaz del castillo, the great
chronicler who wrote his history of Mexico’s conquista long
after the fact, may have drawn from his own "Probanzas and
Relaciones".

As conqueror, Diaz wrote "Relaciones and Probanzas" to
claim his rewards, and Diaz the chronicler later used the
documents as stored memory to recall the past in detail.
Ironically, Bernal Diaz lived most of his days in the New
World not in Mexico but in Guatemala; and we will see later
how his letters of appeal played a role in Central American
struggles over the Encomienda -- the system whereby the Crown
appointed a colonist as spiritual and physical "protector" of
a group of Indians, who paid him in return with their labor.

Important as the "Relacion" and the "Probanzas" might
have been to the claimants, the genre of the chronicle was the
most expansive and detailed of narratives. As the literary
theoretician Gonzalez-Echevarria has argqued, the history of
the new world had to be written within old notarial and
rhetorical strictures. Both fictional and historical writing
"issued from the forms and constraints of legal writing."
Moroever, as he put it so succintly, "to write was a form of
enfranchisement, of legitimation".Z

Colonial chroniclers, to be sure, wrote as official and
unofficial witnesses to the unfolding events of the empire.
But in either case, their chronicles were detailed narrative

accounts of history as clash between good and evil, virtue and
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vice, honor and shame. Indeed, the chronicle was often used to
do combat with an alternative version of the same event,
putting special emphasis on the character and merits of the
various protagonists. Chronicles, then, had villains and
heroes, and argued for and against alternative distributions
of recognition and reward.

Chronicles, moreover, shaped avant la lettre the gestures
and utterances of protagonists that would be captured 1in
future narrative accounts. Actors self-consciously 1lived
history as story, knowing that what they did would have to be
reported, and reported in detail. Caught between rules and
norms engendered by the past, on one side, and the future
narration of their present behavior, on the other, actors
engaged in strict compliance with formal requirements; in
ceremonial observance of the law. To do this they drew on

remembrance and imagination.

C. Competition and Identity: The Congquest of Central America

Conquerors and colonists, however loyal to their sovereign,
were neither royal marionettes nor mere supplicants; they
harbored ambitions which, like those of their monarchs, had
been shaped by the experience of the Reconquista. Aristocratic
warriors who were not first-borns, and were thus barred by
primogeniture from inheritance, went to the Indies for the

spoils of war, so that they might bequeath land and titles to
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their own descendants. Friars went to conquer souls. Dignified
but impoverished "hidalgos" -- literally "sons of something or
someone" -- went in search of wealth. Commoners, in turn, went
to become hidalgos. And criminals went to be reborn, for
between 1497 and 1548, the Crown deemed pardonable any crime -
- save heresy -- committed by a male willing to cross the
"Ocean Sea".

Distrustful of their own subjects -- yet dependent on
their ambition and admiring of their boldness -- one monarch
after another, though profoundly legalistic, failed to dictate
a general and explicit code to regqgulate relations among
conquistadores and colonists. Instead, the monarchs set up a
bureaucracy, and more importantly, they upheld fidelity to the
sovereign as the loftiest of virtues, and rewarded the
virtuous accordingly.

As a result, imperial expansion was propelled by initial
cooperation among colonial governors, expeditionary captains
and lieutenants, then was frequently followed by cutthroat -
competition. In retrospect, it is even possible to speak of
the conquest as a "relay system" to describe a process whereby
successful expeditionary captains rebelled against their
superiors, then quickly founded cities for the dual purpose of
military defense against their native foes and legitimation of

7 Not surprisingly, sponsors

their newly-claimed autonomy.?’
felt betrayed; avenging and disciplinary campaigns became

commonplace; and suspicion gained ground.
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Central America was no exception. The conquest of the
isthmus by two converging expeditionary waves =-- one
originating in Mexico, the other in Panama® -- proved
particularly difficult in part because unlike the Aztecs and
the Incas, the local tribes had no vital power center for the
Spaniards to seize.?” Defeating them required twenty years of
struggle aggravated by rivalries between groups of
conquistadores for control over the territories.™
Both the struggles among Spaniards and their battles with
native foes had proximate outcomes which could be ratified
only by the crown. To this end, rivals strove to persuade the
crown in their favor. Centuries later, apprehending the
intensity of those distant competitive struggles is not easy.
But imagine for a moment ﬁodern athletes holding an Olympic
competition out of sight of cameras and judges, and with no
impartial observers present. Under such peculiar circumstances
-- a spectacle without spectatcrs -- retrospective accounts of
each athlete’s performance would matter as much as performance
itself; and all manner of irregularity would likely occur. Now
imagine the plight of the conquerors, their fate in the hands
of a monarch who sat in judgement on the other side of the
"Ocean Sea" -- a sovereign who was, above all, reader and
listener.
One of the earliest of such narrative accounts read by a
Spanish monarch was penned by Vasco Nufiez de Balboa from the

town of Santa Maria 'de Darién (in the area of today’s Panama).
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At the moment of writing, Balboa had finally prevailed over
rival conquerors. He now depicted himself as magnhanimous

towards the men his rivals had "abandoned"; and he launched a

direct-character—attack-on—his-foes-

I have to inform your most Royal Highness that both
the governors, Diego de Nicuesa as well as RAlonzo
de Ojeda, performed their duties very badly. They
were the cause of their own perdition because they
did not know how tc act. They imagined that they
could rule the land and do all that was necessary
from their beds.?

The vices of these men, 1like the virtues of others,
transcended them as individuals. Given the temporal and
spiritual dimensions of the imperial enterprise, men’s
character was of consequence both to the State and to God.

Balboa knew this.

I have thought of nothing day or night but how to
support myself and the handful of men whom God has
placed under my charge, and how to maintain them
until your highness sends reinforcements. I have
taken care that the Indians of this land are not
ill-treated, permitting no man to injure them and
giving them many things from Castile whereby they
may be drawn into friendship with us. Because of
this honorable treatment of the Indians, I have
learned great secrets from them, through the
knowledge of which large quantitites of gold may be
obtained, and your Highness will thus be well
served.®

The gold which the conqueror would be able to obtain for the



79
crown was but one sign confirming his merits. For there had
been divine manifestations, too. Indeed, in Balboa’s account,
God’s benevolent intervention was directly pitted against the
uncharitable indifference of his great rival, the Governor of

Hispaniola.

I have often thought of how it will be possible for

us to sustain life, seeing that we have been as

badly succored from the island of Espanola as if we

had not been Christians. But our Lord, by His

Infinite Mercy, has chosen to supply us with

provisions in this land. We have often been in such

straits that we expected to die of hunger; yet at

the time of our greatest necessity our Lord has

pocinted out the means of relief.®
Divine interest in the success of the virtuous manifested
iteself not only in providential interventions in their favor
but also in explicit rewards granted then. Accordingly,
discovery of natural wonders and vast potential wealth came to
the worthy. In biblical fashion, revelation followed personal
sacrifice. "I wish to give an account," Balboa wrote, "of the
great secrets and marvelous riches of this land of which God
has made your Most Royal Highness the Lord, and me the
discoverer before any other."

Thus, Balboa went on to describe Santa Maria de Darién --
its mines, its "caciques" (chieftains), its people, some of
whom were "evil and warlike,"; and its rivers and mountains.
He also wrote of what was to be his great discovery, <the

Pacific Ocean and its abundant pearls.*

The pearls not only made the "other sea" most compelling,
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but, in a world in which expansion of the King’s dominion
meant expansion of God’s kingdom, they signified divine
approbaticn of further exploration.?® Of course, not all men
were equally fit to carry forth this sacred missicn, a point
which Balboa made by referring to the failure of the explorers

who had preceded him. Character made all the difference.

I assure your most Royal Highness that I have
worked with more diligence for your service than
the governors who were lost here, Alonzo de Ojeda
and Diego de Nicuesa. I have not remained in my bed
while my people were entering and exploring the
country. No party has gone into any part of this
land unless I was in front as a guide, opening the
road with my own hands for those who went with me.
If this is not believed, I refer to what I have
sent home, the fruits of all those who have labored
here.

As one who has more knowledge of the land than
anyone else has acquired, I desire that the affairs
of these regions which I have originated may
flourish and reach such a position as to be of
service to your most Royal Highness. Therefore I
must make known what is necessary to be done and to
be provided at once, until the land is known and
explored.?3

Identity~formation and political rivalry were thus connected.
At stake were status and honor, which is to say justicc and
power. To the extent that Balboa felt deserving of military
assistance and financial rewards for his people, his socio-
political future as leader was both an egoistic concern and a

matter of fairness.

Your Highness should receive all this from me as
your loyal servant, and should give it credence
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because your service will thus be advanced. I do
not desire to make towers of wind 1like the
gevernors whom your Highness sent out. Between
them both they have lost eight hundred men. Those
whom I have rescued scarcely amount to fifty, and
this is the truth. Your Highness will consider all
that I have done, and discovered, and endured with
these people, without any help but from God and my
own industry.

If I have erred in anything working for the service of
your Highness, I beseech that my earnest desire to serve
your Majesty may be considered. Although, most puissant
lord, I have not succeeded in doing all that is necessary
in this land, I can certify that I know how to administer
better than all those who have come here before. That
your Highness may understand this, you must consider how
little other governors have discovered until today, and
how they have all failed and left these shores full of
graves. I do not desire to enlarge upon this, but your
Highness should know what each man has been able to do
and has done up to this time [emphasis added].Y

The words "truth" and "credence" are crucial here, for they
hint at the growing internal suspicion that pervaded an empire
bent on expansion. Ideed, in this context, a written narrative
was often not sufficient, for it might well sink to the bottom
of the sea in a vessel that perished, or be intercepted by a

rival. Hence the importance of the "trusted" messenger.

Most puissant lord, I have sent Sebastian del
Campo, that you may be better informed of all that
has passed here. I entreat your Highness to give
him full credence, for he has been informed by me
of the whole truth concerning all that can be done
in your service, and of that which ought to be done
for his land [emphasis added].®

In the Indies, however, neither trust nor truth were easily

established.
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Your highness must know that formerly there were
certain disagreements here, because the alcaldes
[mayors] and regidores [aldermen] of this town,
filled with envy and treachery, attempted to seize
me. When they failed in that, they made false
charges against me with false witnesses and in
secret. I complain of this because if such acts are
not chastised, no governor you may send here will
be free of attacks. ior I, being mayor for your
Highness, have been exposeu to a thousand slanders,
and if your representative is not respected, he
cannot do what is necessary for your service. And
because the mayors and aldermen sent an accusation
against me, which I believe your Highness will see,
I appointed two gentlemen as my judges, that they
might draw up a report of my life and of the great
and loyal services which I have done for your
Highness in those parts of the Indies where we now
are. I send this that you may see the malice of
these people, and because I believe that your
Highness will be pleased with all that I have done
for your service. I beseech that favor may be shown
me in proportion to my services. I also send a
report of what passed with respect to those who
invented these calumnies. [emphasis added].¥

Rivals, then, sent the king competing narrative accounts which
aimed to vindicate the honorable and to unmask villains. But
as the previous passage shows, the accounts themselves told
only part of the tale. Lawyers told the other. 1In an
atmosphere of "slander", "false witnesses" and "calumnies",
rivals turned to "judges", who would then investigate the
comportment of the parties involved and write narratives of
their own depicting the "lives" of the disputants. Hence
Balboa’s appointment of "two gentlemen" as his judges, his
keen dislike of lawyers notwithstanding.

As agents of royal vigilance -- lawyers (often hidalgos)

-- dealt in reports, records, and certificates, and were
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trusted by the crown yet feared and suspected by conquerors.
Such was the importance of these alert scribblers that to
reduce their numbers, Balboa thought, was to rid political
competition of "devils" who "not only are they themselves
evil, but they give rise to a thousand lawsuits and

quarrels.

d.Conciliating Self-Interest and Self-Abnegation:
Ceremonial Narrative

Balboa got the king to name him captain general and
interim governor of Darien. Balboa, however, soon found out
that his term in office would be very brief, since the king
was as tired of the fights among his conquistadores as he was
eager to expedite the exploration of new territories. Facing
the loss of identity entailed by his removal from office,
Balboa set out to prove himself virtuous yet again -- he
prepared an expedition which led to the discovery of the South
Sea.*

In this new enterprise, Balboa was under the scrutiny of
the expedition’s notary, who recorded the precise moment of
discovery. By his very presence, the notary elicited from the
discoverers of the Pacific an enactment of the narrative that
was later to become the notary’s textual report.

(Balboa] turned toward the troops, very happy,

lifting eyes and hands to Heaven, praising Jesus

Christ and his Glorious Mother the virgin, Our
Lady; and then he knelt down on both knees and gave
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much thanks to God for the grace He had shown him
in allowing him to discover that sea, and in doing
so to accomplish so great a service to God and to
the Catholic and Most Serene Kings of Castile...

And he commanded that all those who accompanied him
should kneel down likewise and give the same thanks to
God, and should pray very devoutly that He permit them to
discover and see the great secrets and riches which lay
in that sea and coast, to the greater exaltation and
growth of the Christian faith and for the conversion of
the Indian natives of those austral regions, and for the
great prosperity and glory of the royal throne of Castile
and its princes present and to come.

Everyone did so very willingly and joyously, and then the
captain caused a fine tree to be felled, of which was
made a tall cross which was planted and fixed on that
same place and high hill from where that austral sea was
first seen. And because the first that was seen was a
gulf or bay entering into the land, Vasco Nunez [Balboa]
commanded that it be called the Gulf of San Miguel,
because it was the feast of the archangel four days
later. And he also commanded that the names of all the
men who were there with him should be written down so
that the memory should remain of him and of ther, because
they were the first Christians who saw that sea; all of
whom sang the hymn of the gluirious holy doctors of the
church, Ambrose and Augustine, as a devout priest who was
there, sang it with them, saying: Te Deum laudamus: Te
Dominum confitemur.®

The notarial document, which was signed by all "caballeros"
(knights) and hidalgos present, at once 1legalized and
described the moment when the discoverers, by ceremonial
means, externalized their souls, or in the terminology of our
day, their mental universes. The discoverers said a prayer,
unselfconsciously requesting wealth and power, the tangible
signs of divine approbation of those engaged in the imperial
quest. Similarly, the site of discovery received the cross and

a holy name as emblems of its spiritual significance. And the
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names of those present were recorded for posterity because
they were participants in a glory at once temporal and
spiritual. In short, the narrative, though descriptive in
character, reaffirmed the regnant metaphor, which blurred the
boundaries of an expanding empire with those of the divine
corpus.

But the narrative did more than pay homage to a
worldview. Its enactment by the protagonists and its
subsequent textual exposition by the notary enabled both a
king suspicious of his own conqueror and a conqueror fearful
of his suspicious king, to avoid potential misunderstandings
and their perilous consequences. Stated differently, the
ceremonial narrative made possible a de facto compromise
between crown and would-be feudal lord because it both forced
and empowered political actors to conciliate boldness and
obedience, ambition and loyalty.

Thus, two days after discovering the Pacific, Balbhoa put
on his full uniform, armor, and helmet. As a soldier followed
him with the flag, he went down to the beach, where he paced
up and down, staking his broad claim to power by asserting
both a view of the world and his fealty to the sources of
authority in that world, which he knew to be a divine creation

rife with conflict between good and evil.

Should any ... prince or captain, Christian or
infidel, of whatever law or sect or condition he
may be, pretend to any right to these lands and
seas, I am ready and prepared to deny him and to
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defend them in the names of the kings of Castile
present and future, whose is this empire and the
dominion of these Indies, islands, and mainland,
northern and southern, with their seas, in the
arctic pole as in the antarctic, on both sides of
the wuquinoctial 1line, within and without the
Tropics of Cancern and Capricorn ~- so that each
thing and part of it belong and appertain most
completely to their Highnesses and to their
successors, as I declare more at length by writ,
setting forth all that may be said or can be said
and alleged in behalf of their royal patrimony, now
and for all time so long as the world shall last
until the final wuniversal judgement of all
mortals.®

After this, Balboa and his people tasted the water to
determine if it was salty, and thus ascertained that this was
indeed an ocean. They gave thanks to God, and began to make
wooden crosses. Finally, they once again signed the notary’s
account .

*x *x *

A month later, Balboa returned to Darién, only to find
that his successor had already been appointed. Nevertheless,
Balboa sent his report to the king, including the ceremoni:l
narrative of discovery. The report had its intended effect.

Below is the king’s reply.

I was rejoiced to read your letters and to learn of
the things you discovered ... I am grateful to you,
and I deeply appreciate your labor and achievement
in this as that of the most true and 1loyal
servitor. And I also hold in service all those who
went with you on that journey, and the harships and
hunger and suffering which you and they endured.
And since it has been so great a service to God and
to us, and to the welfare and resources of these
realms, you must expect that you and they will be
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well rewarded and remunerated, and that I will
always keep in mind your services and theirs, to
the end that you may receive favors.®

Once again, Balboa’s virtuous identity began to assume a
distinct form, and the attendant signs of status and power

seemed at hand. Unfortunately, Balboa’s correspondence: had

reached the king rather late. As the king explained,

When your letters came, Pedrarias had already left.
I am writing to him to look to your affairs with
care and to favor you as a person whom I greatly
desire to gratify and who has greatly served me,
and I am sure he will do so.%

Balboa’s successor, it turned out, was Pedrarias Davila, who
arrived in Darién before the king’s letter. With great
alacrity, Pedrarias undertook Balboa’s Residencia, or judicial
review. Typically, judicial reviews were protracted affairs,
as they gave enemies an opportunity to retaliate against the
outgoing official under investigation. And in the case of
Balboa, the enemies were about half the population of the
camp: Darién, like other settlements, had split into two
factions.

Balboa was held in captivity by the courts, and remained
in confinement until the bishop forced Pedrarias to release
the latest correspondence from the king. In his new
instructions, the king, in an effort to control the power of
his officers, yet obliged by the ethos of the conquest to

recognize their merits, sought to strike a balance between the
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two rivals by distributing privilege, honor and power between
them. Thus, the king appointed Balboa governor of the newly
created province of the South Sea Coast, and granted him the
title of Adelantado.? In the context of the Indies, this
title was granted to leaders of expeditions and heads of
colonies. Columbus’ brother had been an adelantado; and after
Balboa, so too would be most founders of colonies in districts
theretofore unoccupied bv Spaniards.

But having named Balboa Adelantado, the king also decided
that Balboa would have to "request his supplies and men from
Pedrarias, and he would have to report directly to the older
man" .

The king’s attempt at a balance of powers, however, led
to an ever more acute struggle between the two officials, who
set out to destroy one another’s reputation. This is what

Balboa had to say to the king about Pedrarias.

He is a person who is delighted to see discord
between people, and if there is none he creates it,
speaking ill of one to the other; this vice he has
to a very great extent. He is a man who, absorbed
in his profit-getting and greed, does not remember
that he is Governor or occupy himself with anything
else; because it matters nothing to him whether the
whole world be lost or won, just as if he were not
Governor.¥

And this is what Pedrarias, who wanted to claim the South Sea

for himself, wrote the King about Balboa.
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It is public and notorious that [Balboa] does not
know how to speak the truth ... that he has no love
or good will for any worthy person, but likes to
converse and be intimate with people of low degree.
That he is most execessively avaricious; covets
greatly any good thing posessed by another; is very
cruel and disagreeable; never forgives; never
submits to any advice; has no self-control nor can
use any to resist any vicious appetite; is very
mercenary; has neither obedience nor reverence for
the Church and her ministers; 1is of most evil
conscience; 1is always set on tricking the person
with whom he converses; when one asks counsel of
him he gives it contrariwise. That he 1is very
determined to procure, by fair means or foul, to be
superior to what he has already trying to be, by
confederations and combines and by any other means
he finds handy even if it be contrary to all
loyalty and service owed to God and their
Highnesses."

e. The Third Man: A Chronicler

Communication with the king was by no means confined to
Balboa and Pedrarias. Just as Balboa had had to operate under
the watchful eye of a notary, Pedrarias had to contend with
Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo, who had come to Darién with
Pedrarias from Spain, and was to become a great chronicler of
the Conquista.®

Oviedo prospered in Darién, but only a year after his
arrival he decided to return to Spain. Significantly the
reasons for his return home were, as he put it, "to give news
to my king, and to live in land safer for my conscience and my
life".

The "news" Oviedo gave his king were mostly unfavorable
reports of Pedrarias, which were in turn used effectively

against Pedrarjas by his foes in Spain. So effectively, in
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fact, that under the regency of Cardinal Cisneros, who took

over after Ferdinand’s death in 1516, Pedrarias’ influence at
court declined. -

Forced to adapt, Pedrarias did so swiftly. He released
Balboa from prison, married him by proxy to his own daughter,
and allowed him to leave for his new province, where he was at
last a governor. All of this, Pedrarias did just in time, for
he soon received instructions from the court to "permit Vasco
Nunez de Balboa to do what he wishes".

Soon thereafter, Oviedo’s campaign against Pedrarias
yielded its best results yet: Pedrarias was informed that he
was to be replaced as governor of Castilla del Oro.

Balboa heard about the latter news while in the gulf of
San Miguel, where, decermined to explore the Pacific, he was
capturing Indians to build ships. The news provoked anxiety in
Balboa, who at last had a minimum of cooperation from
Pedrarias, now his father-in-law. So Balboa selected a group
of friends who were "honorable" men to go on a secret mission
and find out about the new governor. If there was indeed a ne
governor, then Balboa’s people were to return to Darien so as

to avoid a recall of the expedition by Pedrarias’ successor.

But Balboa wus betrayed by one of his "honorable"
friends, who divulged the secret mission. And Balboa, who had
made many enemies among Pz2drarias’ officials by failing to

send them captured Indians, was charged with rebellion. He was
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decapitated on orders from his father-in-law. After the
execution, "a pole was raised on which the head of the
Adelantado was exposed for days".®

Now that Balboa was dead, Pedrarias rushed to the
Pacific, where, by means of ceremonies of possession, he
repeated Balboa’s acts of fourteen years earlier.® 1If
Balboa’s ceremonial demonstration of loyalty had been intended
to reassure a mistrustful sovereign in the very act of writing
history (a royal notary was witnessing the event), Pedrarias’
elaborate mimesis was an attempt to rewrite the story of
Balboa and the South Sea.

But even after death, Balboa haunted Pedrarias. The town
of Santa Maria de Darién, founded by Balboa, stood 1like a
shadow over Pedrarias, rendering unforgettable the story of
its founder -- a story which could not be rewritten, only
erased.

And erase it is precisely what Pedrarias set out to do.
The chronicler Oviedo related that Pedrarias, even after
Balboa’s death, was motivated by spite to finish Santa Maria
de Darién,

which city he had dishoriored and written that it

was unhealthy, which it was not, but he destroyed

it for the hatred he felt for it ... since it was

built by Vasco Nufez [Balboa), and he wished also
to destroy me.*

Oviedo seems to have understood fully the power given to his

narrative by passages dealing with cities. For example, aware



92
that the crown looked upon settlements as central to the
successful propagation of the faith as well as to the
extension of Spanish dominance, Oviedo dedicated a good part
of a chapter to "the ways found by Pedrarias to depopulate
Darién". Conversely, Oviedo used his narrative to turn his own
struggle for power and status into a display of selfless

devotion to the city.

As others deserted the city, I began to labor, and
left a plan and money to my wife for the purpose of
constructing a house. This she did, and of such
quality that no other house equalled it in Tierra
Firme. This gave the city some hope, because while
the King’s other officials abandoned it, I did not;
and the city gave me its pover to conduct its
business with the governor.®

The affinity between the city of Santa Maria and Oviedo was
such that when the moment for Pedrarias’ fall seemed to have
arrived, Oviedo returned to Santa Maria, bringing his wife,
two sons, and eight servants. Oviedo returned in the entirely
reasonable expectation that Pedrarias was to be subjected to
a judicial review by his newly-appointed successor to the
governorship. On the occasion, Oviedo would have an
opportunity to see his foe attacked by others, and to lodge
his own complaints as well.

But it was not to be. As Oviedo himself wrote in his

chronicle, the new governor, an elderly official,

began to dress himself upon docking, and finished
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giving instructions on the manner in which he would

disembark. But while still inside the vessel, he
expired, and gave his soul to God.’

The unexpected death of the royal official who had crossed the
Ocean Sea to judge and replace Pedrarias reversed the
proximate outcome of the ongoing competition between Oviedo
and Pedrarias. Oviedo, in a matter of hours, went from winner
to loser, while Pedrarias, says Oviedo, interpreted the turn
of evants as "a miracle; as God'’s expressed will that he and
no other should govern the land".

Thus anointed, Pedrarias, through displays of courtesy,
proceeded to make allies and clients of the retinue and family
of the deceased. For example,

[Pedrarias] had the corpse brought onto 1land

honorably, for interment in the catnedral’s most

prominent place, in front of the main altar, at the

foot of the steps, showing much grief for the
death.’’

Oviedo could not deny Pedrarias’ "courtesy and upbringing",
but he also used these "undeniable" qualities to draw an
unflattering character portrait of Pedrarias, by contrasting
the governor’s s:lf-serving decorum with his vindictive
treatment of Oviedo himself.

This "vindictive" treatment did not take place in a
vacuum. The death of the incoming governor truncated the
judicial investigation and the process of cofficial succession.

And th:.s lack of resolution intensified the enmity between
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Pedrarias and Oviedo. Both rivals felt deprived cof an
opportunity to restore their social honor and hence their
virtuous selves. Moreover, both rivals must have known that,
given their intensified rancor, they were now even more
dangerous to one another. Indeed, when Oviedo suffered a
"treacherous knifing", he naturally suspected the governor,
and resolved, once again, to exact revenge from his enemy. "I
decided," he wrote years later, "to spend all I had in the
pursuit of justice in Spain, and in asking for "a gobernador
contra Pedrarias".® The phrasing of this last sentence --
nasking for a governor against Pedrarias" -- is telling, as it
reveals in the particular the generalized view of power-
transfers as opportunities to engage in the vindication of
one’s identity through the destruction of another.

The transfer of pover, as already mentioned, was attended
by Residencias, which aimed to placate royal suspicions of
colonial officials. However, by encouraging the participation
of "aggrieved" citizens, Residencias also promoted
vindictiveness in politics, as character-attacks led to
disposession, shame, even prison and execution.

Suncess in such a rancorous task, however, was seen by
litigants as a triumph of good over evil, and as a
reaffirmation of royal legitimacy. Oviedo interpreted the
ultimate success of his efforts against Pedrarias thus: "In
the end, His Ceassarean Majesty, being a Most Just Prince,

gave the office and governance of Castilla del Oro to Pedro de
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los Rios." Yet success was not resounding in this case; the
struggle between the chronicler and the governor persisted.
Pedrarias continued to foment his city, Panama, at the expense
of Oviedo’s -- Ssanta Maria de Darién.

In addition, Pedrarias renewed his struggle for
recognition from the'king by sending his lieutenant Hernandez
de Cordoba to occupy Nicaragua. Soon, Pedrarias was 1in a
position to write the king with news of his lieutenant’s
accomplishments, which included the founding of the cities
Ledn and Granada in "very populated [by native families] and

abundant" lands.%

f. The city in the narrative

The founders of these two cities, to be sure, were
obeying the imperative to settle which issued from above, thus
furthering the crown’s imperial and religious vision. For
absent these new urban centers of power, the conquered
territories might not remain as such for long. But city-
founding was also a bid for power by conquistadores and
colonists. Or put another way, the quest for identity was
entwined with the founding of cities and the structuration of

urban life.

A senior and powerful figure or figures in a given
area would propose the acquisition of a known but
still unoccupied territory within reach, and the
local governor would approve the venture, even
helping organize it, in the hope that the new
acquisition would be part of his own jurisdiction.
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But no sooner would the leader of the expedition
meet with success than he would write off to the

crown asking for a separate governorship, which
would usually be granted.®

In competition, the municipality was both crucial to the
process, and an essential part of the reward. Only through the
municipal government -- only as a corporation =-- could
conquerors claim their rewards from the sovereign. Stated
differently, only through the "cabildo", or municipal
government, did they have a voice with which to tell their
stories. In their letters to the king, for example, cabildos
fought for local prerogatives and for suitable rewards for
their notables and guilds. However, cabildo letters also
shaped the identities of localities and their notables and
guilds, thus shaping their codes and norms of conduct. The
pursuit of recognition and the exigencies of norms, in turn,
combined to make of the Spanish American city an expression
poth of aspiration and fulfilment, claim and reward -- a place
where citizens strove to gain titles, status and wealth, and
a place where all these rewards came to life. Indeed, the city
itself was a petrified statement and a spatial affirmation of
the locals’ struggle to ascend. Monuments, buildings and their
location, in turn, attested to the inextricable connection
between virtue and status, and confirmed the universal meaning
of ascent.

Facing the central square or nearby, congquerors and

colonists built the cathedral, the municipal council building,
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the residence of the governor, and the residences of the
preeminent citizens (usually the encomenderos, or colonists
who held Indian laborers in encomienda), each trying to be
more imposing than the other, so that the center would soon be
fully developed. Spanish settlers of modest means had their
homes in an outer ring of lots, and beyond these, gardens
occupied whole blocks. After these came the ranchos =-- huts
that were usually for Indian servants.®

Urban settlement was encouraged from the start by the
monarchs, who, following the tradition of the Reconquista,
identified order with urbanization, chaos with scattered
settlements. Early on, the governor of Hispaniola was told
that Christians were not to live dispersed about the country,
a rule that was observed to various degrees in Spanish
America.®

The crown, moreover, in its pursuit of micro-political
control, extended the tradition of the settlement as a social
identity; it ordered the establishment of a local government
and that villas should be founded for Christians to live in.
The results were ratified by the royal designation of coats of
arms for fifteen towns.®

The coat of arms was the emblem of the city’s honor, just
as its name was often the emblem of its pious devotion to a
patron saint. In this important sense, the urban settlement
was a collective personality endowed with sensibility and

pride, which the cabildo, or municipal government,
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safeguarded. The cabildo was initially made up of members
selected by the governor. During the sixteenth century these
"men of property" not only administered their towns, but chose
their successors upon retiring.

By mid-sixteenth century, however, the Crown'’s
bankcruptcy forced Philip II to initiate in the New World the
castilian practice of selling offices. Municipal offices were
not only put up for sale but their number increased as the
Crown strove to satisfy its ever-greater need for revenue. By
the turn of the seventeenth century, "fee-collecting,
honorific and municipal offices" were for sale, and could be
bequeathed by purchasers to their heirs. Thus the generational
entrenchment of local families in local office was favored by
the law.®

The tight connection between the identity-formation of
the city and that of its founders remained in evidence
throughout the conquest and colonization of Central America.
Conquerors and colonists strove for the title of "vecino",
which today literally translates as "neighbor"<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>