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Theme and Research Questions
The essay will explore the impact of warfare, violence and militarization on the social gender order
and on gender relations in the Spanish Atlantic Empire at the end of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth-centuries, with particular focus on late colonial and revolutionary South America,
including ports in the Spanish Caribbean. Conversely, it will suggest how gender shaped society,
warfare and military culture in this area.

Regional and Temporal Scope
The focus will be on the Spanish American Wars of Independence (1810-1826), with some
discussion of an earlier period including the Seven Years War (1756-1763). The Spanish dominions
in the Americas were relatively peaceful and prosperous throughout the eighteenth century with the
major exceptions of indigenous uprisings in Peru, and British naval incursions on Spanish
Caribbean ports. The chapter will briefly discuss gender relations in local diversely ethnic
populations, including slave populations, during the British attacks on Spanish American ports and
the impact of the influx of large numbers of white British men. Consideration will be given to: the
failed attempt to take Cartagena de Indias (in today’s Colombia) in the spring of 1741 (predating the
Seven Years War), the one-year occupation of Havana, Cuba, in 1762 (during the Seven Years
War), the occupation of Saint Domingue in 1793-98 to support the French Counter-Revolution, and
the invasions of the River Plate in 1806 and 1807. Far more significant in the pre-Wars of
Independence period were the uprisings of the native Americans and mestizos, largely against the
Bourbon reforms, in Peru (the Great Rebellion of Tupac Amaru II 1780-1782) and in New Granada
(today’s Colombia) (The Rebellion of the Comuneros, 1781). In the Great Rebellion broad swathes
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of the indigenous and mestizo population, men and women, rose up against white domination and
the colonial authorities in an attempt to revive an Inca state. The leader, José Gabriel
Condorcanqui, Tupac-Amaru II, and his wife Micaela Bastidas led an unsuccessful assault on
Cuzco assisted by the armed men and women of their extended family networks. They were
captured and brutally executed along with their immediate family and other leaders including
several prominent women.

The greater part of the chapter will study violence, warfare, gender relations and shifts in the
gender order during and immediately following the revolutionary Wars of Spanish American
Independence. The Spanish Atlantic Empire comprised dominions administered by the Spanish
Crown in the Americas extending almost 5 million square miles. In the 1780s the territories were
divided administratively into: the Vice-Royalty of New Spain (most of today’s USA to Panama), the
Vice-Royalty of New Granada (including Caracas, Quito, Bogotá and Guayaquil), the Vice-Royalty
of Peru (with Lima, the most important city in the Spanish Americas), the Vice-Royalty of La Plata
(including Buenos Aires) and the Kingdom of Chile. The Empire had reached the peak of its power
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Bourbon reforms of the 1700s, resulting in the
tightening of the monarch’s control (including the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767), cause discontent
among the creole elites and indigenous peoples. Nevertheless revolution and Independence were not
of interest or practicable until Napoleon’s invasion of the Spanish Peninsula in 1808, the usurpation
of the Spanish throne by Bonaparte’s brother, Joseph, and the resulting power vacuum. At the time,
the population of the Americas numbered c. 13,500,000. Ethnically diverse and racially mixed it
was strictly divided into hierarchies according to wealth and race, with particular terms to denote
these differences: the castas referred to all ‘mixed-race’ peoples; pardo (mulatto, or dark-skinned),
zambo (of mixed African and indigenous ancestry), mestizo (indigenous and white). Just under the
population half were indigenous native Americans, a third mestizo or mulatto creoles, and a fifth
white. The dominant white elite were urban based. By the eighteenth century women were in the
majority in almost all the cities (for example, 53% of the population in Quito in the 1790s), and
women dominated in all the non-white groups (Socolow 2000).

The unsuccessful British invasions of Buenos Aires in 1806 and 1807 predate the Wars of
Independence proper but set an important precedent for the mass mobilization and militarization of
local people independently from official governmental control. A city council, established without
Vice-regal authority, armed and recruited on a hitherto unprecedented scale some 8,200 men of all
classes (from a total population of c. 41,000) between the ages of 14 and 50. In two months 17
volunteer military corps were formed, including a corps of slaves (some of whom were subsequently
freed) and two of native Americans (including the pampas Indians), in addition to the five corps of
veterans. Urban militias had never before been raised in this way in the Spanish dominions. Class
and race differences were broken down between men who were now armed, united in a common
purpose, and grouped into military units according to race, caste, Spanish regional identity or type
of military force. Women were excluded in the mobilization. Nevertheless they played a major part
in the popular resistance, including in armed combat. The impact on the gender order was,
temporarily, substantial.

The large-scale and local military conflicts of the revolutionary Wars of Independence began
in 1810 after Independence was declared from Spain (the Spanish juntas representing the absent
monarch) in Buenos Aires and Chile. The fighting intensified after 1814 when the King was restored
to the throne and sent in Spanish troops to ‘reconquer’ the Americas. Despite a brief period of
reconciliation in the early 1820s, when a liberal military coup in Spain forced the King to swear the
Constitution, fighting began again in 1823. The last major Battle was Ayacucho in 1824. Great
Britain recognized the independence of Mexico, Argentina, Gran Colombia in 1825. Ultimately the
conflict in Spanish America, as in Spain, was a hemispheric civil war between autocracy and
democracy. This section of the chapter will follow on from Davies’ work (2006) and more recent
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historiography on the gendered nature of conflict and women’s participation in the independence
struggle.

Theoretical and Methodological Approach
The chapter explores the effects of militarization and violence on the gender order, drawing on the
work of historians such as Mosse, Tosh, Dudink, Hagemann and Goldstein who study the impact of
military conflict on civil society and emerging national identities. Gender is understood as the
symbolic system of meanings that a particular culture assigns to biological sex difference. This
section will argue that militarism virilises normative masculinity and strongly differentiates it from
femininity associated with women who embody ‘normal’ domestic life in times of conflict.
Moreover women are complicit in the socialization of men into warriors; women assume virile
qualities and take active part in the violence themselves. The adoption of commonly considered
masculine attributes gives women sufficient credibility as warriors to be considered heroines and
martyrs to the patriot cause. As Cohn argues, every person who enters the world of warfare ‘must
adopt the masculine position in order to be successful’ (Cohn 1993: 238).

Soldiering masculinizes political institutions from their inception, which directly affects
women’s claims for political rights during post-conflict recovery. Following on from previous work
on war and gender in the Wars of Independence I suggest that only in politically stable democracies
in which individual rights are acknowledged and in which compromise leads to consensus can
women gain recognition as political subjects. In societies which are unstable order is necessarily
imposed by force, usually by the military, and therefore by armed men. In new state formations, the
power of ‘strong’ men may be institutionalized and will subject all non-men (women and children)
and all non-compliant, unarmed men who are in weaker positions (due to health, physique,
sexuality, age, class, race or religion). In other words, chaos leads to the imposition of order on
society, which results in the abuse of male authority and domination; hegemonic masculinity
becomes synonymous with strength, violence and control. ‘Strong’ men subject the populace
(including all women) in the name of order to allegedly protect that same populace.

After independence, republicanism replaced absolutism. Absolutism had denied political
rights to almost all individual men and women, but the new republican constitutions, which
abolished slavery and ended legal discrimination against indigenous and ‘mixed-race’ men, denied
political rights to women only. Discourses of individual rights equated individuality with
masculinity. As I have argued elsewhere, ‘Women were excluded as a social sector because
ultimately gender (rather than class or caste) was the criterion for political exclusion. Indeed, it was
on this basis that the res publica was made possible, in that its functioning was made possible by the
separation of the public world and private life; only the public was political and it was the business
of men’ (Davies 2006: 4).

If the Wars of Independence were revolutionary for men, irrespective of class and race (a
topic still hotly debated today) they were not so for women even though women were as much
affected by the wars as men and were crucial to the independence process. But some change did
come about; social-interrelations and hierarchies were altered. The political crisis and social
fragmentation created a chink in the previously impenetrable armour of the patriarchal pater familias.
For example, republican secularization and the state’s assumption of the welfare and educational
responsibilities of the Catholic Church provided a route for women to enter state machinery as
carers and educators. What was needed above all was a public discourse which challenged
dominant gender categories, gave new meanings to conceptions of the feminine and masculine, man
and woman, and recognised women as historical and political subjects in their own right. This
would take time but the second generation of women, the daughters of the heroes of Independence,
took up the challenge in the 1840s and, with a liberated press, began to write and publish as never
before. Women writers thus contributed to public culture and in their published discourse
represented women as rational individuals, patriots and citizens of the state.
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This is a historical and textual study. Primary textual sources (memoirs, first-hand accounts,
published official reports, the periodical press, correspondence) will be explored for indications of
shifting gender relations, and relevant secondary literature (mainly recent historiography) will be
consulted where relevant.

Types of war and warfare
The kinds of warfare discussed in the chapter fall into the broad categories outlined by Scheina
(2003): Wars for independence against the Monarchs of Europe (colonial and imperial wars), The
Age of the Caudillo, and Wars of Conquest against Native Americans. In Spanish America the
Wars of Independence were civil wars between royalists (who preferred the authority of the Spanish
Crown to that of local republican elites) and patriots, revolutionaries or insurgents (who fought for
local, regional or continental political control). The royalists were aided by expeditionary forces sent
from Spain after 1815, the largest consisting of 10,000 men. The revolutionaries were assisted after
1819 by the British Legions, British and Irish volunteers and mercenaries, numbering some 7,000
men. The warfare and violence included all kinds of armed conflict: small skirmishes and large
battles; sieges and blockades of cities and towns; naval warfare; guerrilla warfare. The causes of war
were similarly varied, ranging from the ideology of independence to race wars, boundary wars,
caudillo wars and, after the defeat of the royalists, wars of centralism versus federalism which
continued throughout the century. Not all areas were affected in the same way or at the same time.
The greatest destruction was in Venezuela and New Granada (Colombia, Ecuador) and Mexico.
Armies travelled vast distances on foot, including crossing the Andes and the desert plains; Scheina
describes this type warfare as wars fought by ‘fleas’ (very small armies) on the ‘back of an elephant’
(a large land mass) (2003: 427). As far as tactics are concerned, the weapons used most were lances
and knives; on the plains the cavalry was dominant as native Americans were skilled on horseback;
and the indigenous troops were hardy and resilient with the capabilities of walking long distances at
high altitude.

The opposing forces were the relatively small regular troops of the Spanish imperial army
stationed in South America, the larger local militia in the main centres of government and the ports,
and the regular troops brought over from Spain after the Peninsular War. Neither side had a large
regular army. For example, the imperial forces in Peru from 1787 consisted of 1,680 regular troops
of veterans, with small detachments in Lima, Cusco and Tarma, supplemented by a militia, about a
third of which were properly trained. The creole officers were local landowners, miners and
merchants with part-time commissions whose officer status gave them social prestige and exemption
from civil jurisdiction (Fisher 2003: 36). During the Wars of Independence the creole officers of the
imperial army and the militia could fight on either side and sometimes they switched allegiance in
mid battle. The Numancia Battalion of 650 men, the best of the royalist forces, switched sides in
1820 and joined San Martín’s patriot army persuaded, it is said, by women and priests. The vast
majority of the fighting men, on both sides, were levees (including slaves, free blacks and
indigenous) recruited forcefully from local populations often under penalty of death. The native
Americans tended to support the King, and the freed slaves and slaves supported whichever side
gave them their freedom first or offered more opportunities. The mulattos or pardos, mestizos and
the plainsmen or llaneros could similarly take either side. These wars were often ‘feudal’ wars, with a
caudillo or ‘toughest of the tough’ leading his peasants and commanding their loyalty on the basis of
his personal bravery and martial skills (Scheina 2003: 426). There were few major battles in the
Napoleonic sense, the largest being the battle of Carabobo (1821) when 5,000 royalists commanded
by General La Torre fought 6,300 revolutionaries led by Bolívar, or the battle of Boyacá (1819), in
today’s Bolivia, where 3,200 revolutionaries including 1,200 raw recruits fought against 3,000
royalists led by General Barreiro (Scheina 2003: 35, 36).

The widespread violence in Spanish America between 1810 and 1825 was disastrous for
society and the economy. According to Clodfelter (1991) the population of Venezuela dropped by
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100,000 in this fifteen-year period; Scheina estimates about a quarter of Venezuela’s one million
population were killed; and Harvey more than a quarter of a million killed achieving Gran
Colombia’s independence (necrometics.com). These figures may be compared to the 300,000
Spanish who were killed in the Peninsular War (Urlanis 1971). If we consider the current WHO
definition of violence: ‘the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against
oneself, another person, a group or community that results in injury or death, psychological harm,
maldevelopment or deprivation’, we can surmise that the vast majority of Spanish America’s 13 to
14 million people, at least 50% of which were women, suffered violence at some time in the first two
decades of the nineteenth-century and subsequently.

Historiographical Discussion
The historiography on the Spanish American Wars of Independence is huge and growing, but the
major part has concentrated, understandably, on the military strategies and operations, the soldier
heroes, the political institutions and the political decisions of the governing classes, all of which
exclude women unless, as in Brazil, women were members of the Royal/Imperial family. The one
exception was scholarship on female national ‘heroines’, women who actively participated in the
wars on the side of the patriots and whose names were recorded for posterity in nationalist
historiography. Among revisionist historians there is widespread recognition that more attention
should be given to the indigenous, mestizo, freed back and slave populations (of both sexes), who
fought on both sides, and to the royalists (of both sexes) who resisted independence and fought
against the revolutionaries and who have been largely erased from history.

Since 2000, particularly after the Bicentenaries of 2010, there has been an unprecedented
explosion of research on women’s involvement in the wars and on the home front, which will be
critically reviewed in this chapter. There has been a concerted effort to recover the female subject in
the Independence process, the history of women and women’s historical representation. The
objectives of this research include: the demystification of ‘heroines’ and the deconstruction of post-
conflict discourses of heroism which manipulated the lives of certain women for national political
purposes; the study of everyday life, family relations, women’s networks and sociability, and
women’s class and family interests in a war context; the effect of gender in familial and social
relationships; the recovery of women’s names in the archives (for example, in court cases) in order
to identify women as individuals, outside the collective identities (the people, the masses, the
inhabitants) within which they are normally subsumed. Emphasis is on women’s agency and
resistance in the domestic and public spheres, especially women operating in influential families,
which is where most of the documentation may be obtained.

Known by different names across the subcontinent (rabonas, juanas, cholas, soldaderas,
guarichas), women were active on a massive scale in front-line fighting, accompanying the troops
and ministering to their needs. They formed women’s battalions (eg Las Leales), took leading roles
in military engagements as well as organizing and directing warfare, and they fought as groups in
defensive or offensive operations to protect or recover their estates, property, towns or villages. In
the rear-guard women provided the services which, in a regular army, would be carried out by
medical corps, intendancy, espionage and intelligence, postal services and propaganda. They gave
their valuables and property to finance the campaigns. They provided shelter, food, and clothes, and
their homes were used to hide people and printing presses and as centres for conspiracy and
resistance. Above all women helped raise troops by offering their sons for warfare. Women were
often punished with financial penalties, exile, reclusion in convents, house-arrest, imprisonment,
physical abuse, public exhibition, rape and capital punishment. Women who seduced soldiers and
persuaded them to desert or change sides, and women who cross-dressed faced the death penalty,
though women of the elite were treated more leniently than those of the popular sectors (Provencio
2010). In short, women operating in a militarized world had to assume characteristics attributed to
men (leadership, courage, toughness, audacity) in order to survive and in order to be valued. They
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could be punished as men, and they could be praised (by friend) or ridiculed (by foe) for their
virility. It is also clear that, in the absence of men, women had to assume administrative and
financial roles and represent themselves when drawing up contracts. This was not new; widows and
unmarried women had done this previously, but it was now more widespread and acceptable.
Women also used their husband’s loyalty to one side or another to successfully sue for divorce or
separation. Some historians have therefore argued that civil society was feminized by and during
war.

Masculinities, on the other hand, have been researched to a far lesser extent and the existing
literature will be discussed. In the late colonial period the feminine was perceived as weakness, an
undermining threat to the authority of the pater familias, and threats to the established order were
often represented as feminine or effeminate. There was fear of gender fluidity, and the virile woman
and the effeminate man were ridiculed. However, with increasing militarization hegemonic
masculinity, associated with strength, threatened to subsume the feminine, so that the virile woman
was encouraged and the weak (effeminate) man might now face the death penalty for desertion and
cowardice. This positive view of the combative woman indicates a major shift in the gender order.
Also of particular interest during the wars is the continuity or otherwise of the traditional
feminization of the indigenous man. Once independence was achieved and martial skills became
less significant, dominant masculinity was increasingly associated with civic virtues and political
reconstruction. Good femininity reverted to conduct synonymous with private morality. These
gender shifts can be traced in the public and political discourse of the late 1820s and 1830s.

Comparative overview
This section will attempt to draw out the specificities of warfare and the gender order in South
America, in particular the significance of gender relations in the indigenous populations involved in
the Great Rebellion and the impact of the celebrated female guerrilla warriors, who tended to be
mestizas. Spanish America will be briefly compared to Brazil where there was less violence in
achieving independence from Portugal. Interestingly, the only woman noted in the index of
Scheina’s book is the Empress Leopoldina of Brazil.

Future research
Current revisionist trends in the study of the Independence process, and research on women’s
history during this period, are likely to continue for the foreseeable future. More research is needed
on the experiences of ordinary people, men and women, and how their lives were affected by
warfare, disease, displacement, famine, natural disasters, conscription, loss of life and property,
family breakdown, criminality, physical abuse and so on. Warfare involves human behaviour
considered taboo: the killing of another human being. For psychologists this is extreme behavioural
reversal. Killing humans is sanctioned by the label ‘war’ and the declaration of ‘war’. Conflict arises
due to the breakdown of the social regulation of violence so that violence is legitimized in the eyes
of the perpetrators. Was this degree of violence necessary in the Wars of Independence? And why
did it escalate in the way it did? What were the dynamics of conflict in the Spanish Americas? Why
did the social regulation of violence break down? Class, race, regional identity and ideology
evidently played their part and have been studied; and gender? What researchers need is knowledge,
qualitative and quantitative, in order to understand not only the elites but the vast majority of the
gendered population. Both men and women, similarly and distinctively, according to their genders,
were perpetrators and victims of warfare and violence. But only one gender remained dominant,
before the wars, after the wars and throughout them. What conclusions may be drawn?


