
PROMISE
Colonial Emigration  to America
CHRONOLOGY: 1492-1830 approx.

DESCRIPTION:

   A migratory process from the Kingdom 
of Castile towards the new territories be-
gan after the discovery of America in 
1492.  This process only  stopped tempora-
rily  with the emancipation of the colonies 
and the appearance of the new Hispano-
American states.  It was always directed 
and controlled by the Crown not only as 
regards the number of emigrants but also 
in its composition. The Spanish migratory 
process towards America was huge and 
has been defined as “the first European 
migratory movement across the Atlantic”. 
The Spanish emigration was not  a free po-
pulation movement but a political action of 
the imperial mother country regarding 
emigration and settlement, based on law, 
although nobody was forced to go against 
their will.  
   It has been estimated that during the 16th 
century about 300,000 people emigrated to 
America, mainly from Andalusia but also 
from Castile and Extremadura. These emi-

grants went to America on the off-chance, 
attracted by the possibility of enrichment 
and social promotion.  They belonged to 
different social classes, but were mainly 
middle class from villages (servants, arti-
sans, merchants, scholars, priests, etc.) be-
cause the upper class and the landowners 
were reluctant to go to such an uncertain 
destination. The emigrants preferred to 
settle in cities, creating the upper and ur-
ban class of the continent, whereas the na-
tive, and later African, manpower carried 
out work in the countryside.
   In relation to the 17th century the number of 
emigrants is not very clear, but it could come to 
around 200,000. In any case the number was 
fewer because, although the Iberian Peninsula was 
suffering a crisis, the colonial society was comple-
tely established and therefore there were fewer 
opportunities of advancement. 
   During the 18th century  Spanish emigra-
tion to the New World decreased drastica-
lly. This emigration was balanced with an 
endogenous increase of the Creole popula-
tion and a big growth in the black slave 
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trade. It has been estimated at about 
50,000 people throughout 
the century, but we have 
to take into account that 
there was a large fraudu-
lent emigration of which 
there are not any records. 
  In conclusion, the 
highest possible estima-
tions of the emigration 
are of less than one mi-
llion people, when the 
population in the Iberian 
Peninsula was of nine 
million inhabitants. This 
makes the annual rate of 
emigration low, 3 per 
10,000 inhabitants. So, 
we could say  that Ameri-
can emigration hardly 
had any demographic 
effect on the growth of the Spanish population.
   In general the emigration to America was a vo-
luntary movement of people impelled by the eco-
nomic situation of the Iberian Peninsula and by 
new opportunities. In addition there was a more 
specialised emigration sent by the Crown, compo-
sing of civil servants who organised and governed 
the colonies, and military men for defence. They 
went with merchants who worked in the urban 
areas.
  This migratory movement to the colonies conti-
nued until quite recently, making America one of 
the attractive destinations for Spanish emigration 
for a number of centuries.
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