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After Cortes conquering the Aztecs in 1521, the Spaniards continued to influence the indigenous population of Mexico.  Not only was the Indian population decimated by disease, it was utterly changed by mixing genetically with the Spanish from the time of the conquest and onward.  The mestizos were often mistreated at the hands of the Spanish.

Spanish colonial practices were cruel and barbarous.  The Catholic Church helped justify Spanish involvement in New Spain (present-day Mexico, Central America, and the Southwestern United States).  The Church considered the Indians heathens and therefore blessed the Spanish efforts to convert them to Catholicism.  Missionaries viewed their work to educate and Christianize the Indians as inspired by God.

The efforts of churchmen to protect Indians lost out to the Spanish demand for wealth and power.  The Spanish colony was built with Indian forced labor.  Large land grants, called encomiendas, were given to the Spanish colonists by the Spanish king.  Included in the encomiendas was the right to force labor in Spanish mines and to build churches and other buildings.

During this time, diseases brought from Europe – such as smallpox, typhoid, and measles – continued to ravage the Indian population.  Disease, inhumane conditions, and brutal work had reduced the Indian population of approximately 25 million at the time of the conquest to only 1 million in 1700.

