
    
      
        [image: ]

      

    
  
    
      Spanish Colonial Tucson

      Shifting the Paradigms of Borderlands History

      Yvette J. Saavedra

      [image: ]

    
  
    
      This essay is funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities/Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Humanities Open Book Program.

      The University of Arizona Press.

      www.uapress.arizona.edu

      Copyright © 2020 by The Arizona Board of Regents

      This text is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

    
  
    
      
        Spanish Colonial Tucson

        Shifting the Paradigms of Borderlands History

      
      Yvette J. Saavedra

      With the publication of his book Spanish Colonial Tucson: A Demographic History in 1976, anthropologist Henry F. Dobyns sought to expand the spatial and temporal parameters of borderlands history by examining the development of southern Arizona beginning in the seventeenth century and ending with Mexican independence in 1821. At the time, this project was an important contribution to borderlands historiography because it shifted the focus from   northern Arizona and New Mexico as the hub of Spanish colonial development in the region, providing a fuller view of the imposition of Spanish authority in this area.

      Since the publication of Spanish Colonial Tucson, the burgeoning field of borderlands history has developed from the study of the colonial institutions of the mission and presidio into an expansive discipline examining a variety of different topics including social, economic, and cultural systems. As the field expanded, borderlands scholars grappled with the multifaceted realities and complexities of the frontier regions. Riding the wave of change engendered by the rise of the New Social History of the 1960s and the New Western History of the 1980s, scholars produced works that interrogated the power dynamics of empire and nation building and the effects of the processes of conquest and colonization. Decentering Spanish institutions, priests, soldiers, and civilian settlers, this new history included mestizo and Indigenous peoples who had often been excluded from the historical narratives. Shifting away from looking solely at the institutions and agents of colonization, scholars moved toward examining the multitude of ways in which power functioned to affect colonial dominance through the imposition of cultural assimilation and sociocultural and economic systems. This paved the way for an analysis of Indigenous groups’ experiences, acts of resistance, and cultural continuity in the face of colonization. Dobyns’s study of ethnic diversity, nascent forms of transculturation, and various  means of contesting and negotiating different manifestations of power in the borderlands serves as an early reflection of a disciplinary move toward examining topics that would eventually become part and parcel of the field of borderlands history, as well as numerous other fields including the history of the U.S. West and Chicana/o history.

      In keeping with the foundational contours of the field of Spanish borderlands history, Dobyns begins with an examination of the Spanish mission as a major institution of the frontier (Bolton 1917; Dobyns 1979, 8). However, he breaks with the Boltonian interpretation by positing that missionaries’ projects of conversion and imposed assimilation were not as effective in spreading Spanish culture and building civilian communities as previously believed (Dobyns 1979, 10). Rather, Dobyns states that the San Agustín del Tucson presidio and its accompanying military personnel played a more integral part than the mission in the development of Spanish civilian settlements, the permanence of Catholicism, and the creation and maintenance of stability in the region (55, 61–67). Dobyns’s emphasis on the presidio is in line with the work of contemporaries such as France Scholes (1962) and Max Moorhead (1975), who examined the impact of this rarely studied frontier institution and showed how it often served as the nucleus of Spanish civilian settlement (Moorhead 1975, 222). Dobyns further expands his argument to emphasize how this center of Spanish settlement was the site of a larger process of transculturation in which the region’s diverse Indigenous, mestizo, mulatto, and Spanish inhabitants continuously contested their position within the nascent community emerging from a tumultuous colonial moment (61–62, 65–67).

      The regional development detailed in Spanish Colonial Tucson is an example of the chaotic context that Spanish borderlands inhabitants found themselves in as they adapted to the changing social, cultural, ecological, economic, and political environment of colonization. Far from the center of colonial authority in the Mexican interior, borderlanders had to negotiate and contest colonial authority and power as a means to establish and maintain entirely new communities on the fringes of the Spanish colonial empire. As this work shows, the attempts to establish colonial authority and civilization that materialized through ecclesiastical and military agents in the mission and presidio were often challenged by Indigenous groups in the region. Due to the instability caused by Apache armed resistance, Indigenous migration, and the constant influx of Spanish soldiers and civilians, neither priests nor military authorities could unilaterally impose Western ideas and practices upon Indigenous groups. Indigenous groups, whether the Northern Pima groups whom Jesuit and, later, Franciscan priests sought to convert, or the Apache groups the Spanish military sought to placate, exercised agency over which Spanish “behaviors to borrow, and which ones to ignore” (Dobyns 1979, 19), as well as over whether to continue to accept and adhere to the pacification policy of 1786 (99). What is evident in both the mission and the presidio—although Dobyns argues that the latter was more successful in helping create a permanent Spanish presence in the region—is that, for all involved, power was something that was contested, not simply taken or imposed.

      The contestation of power described in this frontier “zone of constant conflict and negotiation” (Guy and Sheridan 1992, 4) illustrates the process of transculturation that is a foundational element of the ethnic diversity Dobyns describes in his work. The mestizo, mulatto, and detribalized Indigenous soldiers, the Spanish priests and military officers, the pacified Apaches, and the immigrant Indigenous groups who congregated at the presidio during the colonial period combined to prompt the growth of a new community and culture that would become the foundation of the ethnic diversity that continues to exist in the Tucson borderlands (Dobyns 1979, vii). Alongside this assertion, Dobyns clearly states that it was the Spanish and mestizo groups who experienced the fastest population growth in the region (142), a fact he attributes to the decline of Indigenous groups due to warfare, the continued psychological effects of conquest, and the biological devastation caused by European diseases. His discussion of regional demographics is a significant contribution to knowledge of the area because it details the multiplicity of ways in which communities grow and decline. He shows that peoples’ relations to each other and to a variety of forces such as environment, warfare, disease, and biology are determining factors in the formation and maintenance of a vibrant and diverse community.

      When we review the significance of Dobyns’s work forty-three years after its publication, it becomes clear that his study marked an important shift in the field of borderlands history by further complicating our understanding of how communities develop within the processes of conquest and colonization. The book was part of an early interdisciplinary paradigm shift that interrogated the relations of power within conquest. This work showed the importance of examining the diverse experiences of Indigenous and mestizo populations in the Spanish and Mexican borderlands, and it proved influential to scholarship on California, New Mexico, Arizona, and Texas from the 1980s through today (Camarillo 1979; Sheridan 1986; Monroy 1990; Gutiérrez 1991; Haas 1996; Radding 1997; Frank 2000; Deeds 2003; Deverell 2004; Hackel 2005; Lightfoot 2005; Heidenreich 2007; Torres-Rouff 2013; Folsom 2014; Blyth 2015; Saavedra 2018). More importantly, it planted several seeds of inquiry that future scholars would nurture to further decenter the top-down, institutional histories that erased the agency of Indigenous communities and disregarded the ways in which borderlands inhabitants helped create their communities and cultures on the fringes of the New Spanish frontier within a context of constant change.
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