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Comparative 
Rationale



Statistical Visibility of  People of  African 
Descent in Latin America (1810s-2010s)
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(Slave Voyages Database)

Slave Trade of  People of  African Descent (1514-1652)
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Slave Trade of  People of  African Descent (1514-1856)



Analytical Approach



Institutionalization of  Ethnoracial 
Categories of  People of  African Descent

Demographic Realism

¬ Under-politicized account

¬ Nothing beyond numeric representation

¬ Demography as fate 

¬ No limits to demographic reification 

Political Instrumentalism

¬ Over-politicized account

¬ Nothing behind numeric representation

¬ Demography as farse

¬ No limits to political manipulation
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Empirical Puzzle



Kaleidoscopic 
Patterns of  
Classification and 
Stratification in 
Colonial Latin 
America
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Multiplicity of  Ethnoracial Visions and 
Divisions.

Prevalence of  Heterogamous Marriage 
Practices. 

Predominance of  Illegitimate Births.

Regionally specific forms of  categorical 
inequality in occupational access.



The 18th-Century Puzzle for the Last 
Colonial Censuses
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How can we explain the Bourbon efforts to establish clear 
distinctions and make specific categories of  Blackness 
statistically visible in a context where it was increasingly 
difficult to do so?



Intensified Inter-Imperial competition 
against the British Empire 

At the end of  the Seven Year’s War (1756-1763), after the loss of  Havana to the British 
in 1762, two  imperial imperatives became particularly salient for the Spanish Crown :

¬ Strengthen authority within colonial territories (enhance coercion)

¬ Generate additional revenue to pay the war debt (increase extraction)
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Different Response from Metropolitan and 
Colonial Authorities

New Granada

Increase the revenue produced by enslaved 
labor of  people of  African descent classified 
through categories of  “pure Blackness” (e.g., 
negros or esclavos)

New Spain

Increase revenue by taxing free people of  
color who were classified under 
categories of  “mixed Blackness” (e.g., 
mulatos or pardos)
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The Case of  18th-
Century New Spain



Count of  Revillagigedo (1794)

On “Pure Blackness”
“negros have in every way disfigured and worsened 
the casta india, and have been the origin and 
beginning of  so many deformed castas, as seen in 
these kingdoms. They also drive away europeos from 
domestic service and some other tasks, because it is 
not easy for […] those who come from Europe to dare 
to mingle with them.” (De la Torre Villar 1991:1056).

On “Mixed Blackness”
“enlistments should only include individuos 
blancos o de casta limpia. However, this rule 
cannot be followed in coastal and bordering 
jurisdictions, where it is indispensable to include 
castas tributarias, relieving them from tribute in 
order to count on a competent number of  
militias capable of  containing the first threats or 
insults from any enemies.” (De la Torre Villar 
1991:1133).
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Distinctions of  Casta and Clase included in 
the forms of  the 1790 census
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(Castro Aranda 1977:48)
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A Typical Census Response 
20

“Don Jacinto Gutiérrez, Hacienda owner, native español from Tehuantepeue, aged 61, married to Doña 

Teresa Medina, española, aged 55. He has five children, one 23 years old, another 19, another 17, another 

11, and another 7. He also has a 32-year-old español overseer who is single, a 28-year-old mulato servant, a 

14-year-old young indio, and two maids: a 40-year-old negra, and another 18-year-old loba. The mulato 

servant pays tribute.” (Castro Aranda 1977:49) 



Census Controversy in the Spanish Crown

Revillagigedo (1791)

“The number of  men of  casta limpia, from 
16 to 40 years of  age ready for enlistment are 
91,419, and that of  pardos 31,890, the total 
being 123,309 […], whose number still seems 
well reduced for the vast extension of  this 
kingdom.” (De la Torre Villar 1991:1132).

Alzate (1791)

“The number of  europeos expressed in 
the registry seems very small to me […]. 
What I have said about the europeos 
should also be understood about the 
negros, that is: their number is 
excessively greater than that expressed in 
the census.” (Saborit 2018:108–9). 
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Afrodescendant tributaries as percentage of  
total tributaries in 1794 and 1805
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(Gharala 2019:140)



The Case of  18th-
Century New 
Granada



The “Black Savage”
Viceroy Pedro Messía de la Cerda (1772):

  “In Chocó the Cunacunas frequently and repeatedly attack, set fire to Vigía de Atrato, 
kill people, steal what they find and put the Provinces in consternation, which is 
increased by the knowledge that they acquire dealing with foreigners; and it may be 
suspected that with this aid, they will ever try to create public disturbance caused by the 
disloyalty of  the already reduced indios and the multitude of  negro slaves, in whom no 
hope can be justified due to their servile condition and natural desire to shake off  the 
yoke of  slavery.” (Colmenares 1989:146)
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“Milicias de Todos los Colores”
Archbishop of  New Granada (1789):

 “The militia consists of  an infantry regiment of  voluntarios blancos, with eight hundred 
and ninety-two troops […] In a battalion of  pardos libres, whose total number is 893 […] 
In two artillery companies of  pardos y morenos libres, with the same number of  plazas 
as the veteran companies […] Within the province, there is the regiment of  milicias de 
todos los colores from Mompós and the Lorica district made up of  893 plazas […]. 
(Colmenares 1989:484–86).
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1778 Census of  the 
“Number of  Souls” in 
Santa Fé de Bogotá, 
New Granada
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(Rueda 2012:28)



Francisco Silvestre’s Descripción (1789)
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(Silvestre 1950:81–82)



Cartagena 
Population by 
(available) 
Ethnoracial 
Category, 1777
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(Díaz and Roca 2009:35)



Map of  the Population 
of  New Granada using 
Data from the 1778 
Census
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Comparative 
Conclusions



Empirical Conclusions
• While in New Spain the categories of  “mixed Blackness” remained demographically 

salient, in New Granada these categories were subsumed within the broader category 
of  libres de todos los colores. 

• Whereas in New Spain the category negro disappeared from the late colonial census, in 
New Granada it became salient and expansive aggregating other categories of  Blackness 
under the broader category esclavo.

• The censuses of  the late eighteenth century rendered visible distinct categories of  
Blackness, responding to a different configuration of  imperial imperatives, and also to a 
different form of  intra-imperial politics.
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Analytical Conclusions

• Census categories are selective demographic representations, and as such, they are both 
enumerative and performative.

• The selectivity criteria is an empirical object that should be studied in the political 
contexts of  production.

• Census results can be better understood as objectified outcomes of  past and present 
political struggles that are then embedded in census words and numbers.
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