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Abstract:
Tomás de Mercado's views on transatlantic trade and the role of early modern banks in
16th- century Seville, as featured in his Suma de tratos y contratos (1571) are an important
source for early modern financial history. As an authority in the area of moral theology, the
main objective of Mercado in his Suma was to offer ethical advice regarding the transactions
carried out by bankers and merchants on either sides of the Atlantic. He grew up in Mexico
(New Spain), and was therefore familiar with the economic interactions between miners and
silver merchants that took place in the Viceroyalty. Given the target audience of the Suma,
Mercado's focus was on economic issues, despite the overall normative nature of his
argumentation.
Although in a formal sense banks in Mexico did not exist before the 18th-century, the credit
and money exchange transactions that took place in mining towns between silver merchants
and miners throughout the 16th- century can be seen as the first steps towards the
development of a local banking system. A discussion about the regulation of such
transactions emerged already at this early stage. This paper presents Mercado's Suma
alongside other primary manuscript sources found in the Archive of the Indies (Archivo de
Indias) in Seville and aims to obtain an enhanced picture of Mercado's views on the trade
that took place between silver merchants and miners in Mexican frontier mining towns. A
better depiction of such trade relationships will reveal the ways in which frontier markets
were linked to transatlantic trade and the banking system in Seville and other European
financial centres. Special focus will be placed on trade regulation aspects in Mercado's
writings and other contemporary manuscript sources.
The aforementioned documents will be placed within an economic and social history context.
Politico- philosophical aspects of Mercado's normative arguments will also be emphasised,
as they are an important element that shaped contemporary views on the regulation of early
modern silver trade and banking.
Introduction
Mercado’s Summa de Tratos y Contratos was published in 1571, same year as Pope Pius
V’s Decree on Usury, which lead to stricter rules regarding credit and exchange in Catholic
Europe. Part of the Summa counts as an example of a casuist interpretation of the papal
decree. Mercado’s main aim is to advise merchants as to how to carry out commercial
transactions in accordance to Catholic ethics.
From the early 17th century, the issue of exchange in his Summa has been regarded as the
most interesting aspect of his work.1 This is beyond any doubt a consequence of his
experiences in the Indies, where he witnessed a different approach to trade from the one
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that prevailed in Spain and the rest of Europe. In order to illustrate Mercado’s unique place
amongst the scholars of Salamanca, an overview of his life and works will be presented.
Little is known about his life. Both, date and place of birth are unknown. His most likely place
of birth is Seville, around 1525. At a very young age, he ventured to New Spain, where he
became a resident of Mexico City. It has more recently been suggested that he belonged to
a family of rich merchants, and that his knowledge about trade and money exchange was
first- hand rather than acquired through his role as confessor to Seville’s merchant elite.2
Mercado joined the Dominican Order in 1553 and then studied theology at the Pontifical
University in Mexico City. After ordination, he became a theology teacher at the same
Dominican monastery where he began his education. When he returned to Spain, he lived in
Salamanca as an academic teaching Aristotelian logic and in Seville as a theologian and a
confessor to merchants and bankers dealing with trade- related issues. Mercado died in
1575, on a ship near Sn Juan de Ulloa, travelling to Mexico.
He published an earlier version of his Summa under the title: Tratos y contratos de
mercaderes y tratantes (Agreements and Contracts of Merchants and Traders) (Seville,
1569). His Suma de Tratos y Contratos (Seville, 1571) was released a year after, alongside
three of his other works, all published in Seville: In Logicam magnam Aristotelis
commentarii, cum nova translatione textus (a commented translation of Aristotle’s Logic
from the Greek), and Commentant lucidissimi in text um Petri Hispani Reverendi
(commentaries on Perti Hispani Summulae Logicales).
Mercado has been regarded as carrier of early versions of the quantity theory of money,
purchasing power parity theory as well as a basic theory of relative prices. Joseph
Schumpeter mentioned him in his History of Economic Analysis amongst the quantity
theorists, but did not find his Summa very interesting.
Tomás de Mercado, author of De los tratos de India y tratantes en ellas (1569;
enlarged ed. of 1571, the only one known to me, under the title Summa de tratos y
contratos), has been included only because of his ‘quantity theory of money’ and
cannot be put on the same level with Lessius, Molina, and de Lugo in any other
respect. (Schumpeter 1954, p.91)
Marjorie Grice Hutchinson (1952) proved to be keener on him, featuring extracts of the
Suma in her book on the School of Salamanca, but in a Schumpeterian fashion, as she only
selected those passages of the Summa that are in line with a subjective theory of value and
the ability of the market to determine “just” prices. In a similar manner, Raymond de Roover
(1955) appraises Mercado by focusing on the quantity theory aspects of his work. So do
other economists of the Austrian School, who highlight features that seem to be in line with
Austrian economics: Prices determined by the market, placing emphasis on utility as
determining factor of value i.e. subjective theory of value.3
An interesting analysis of Mercado was carried out by Wilhelm Weber (1962), focusing on
his concept of money and interest. Weber emphasises on his casuist approach and the
primarily ethical objectives of his writings. Sanchez Albornoz (1977), Juan Cravero (1993)
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and Gomez Camacho (2017) have carried out other insightful assessments of the Summa
that depart from its ethical-normative content.
The Summa comprises six books and follows the following outline: Book I is concise, it
presents some general concepts related to Natural Law. Book II deals with trade and
exchange. Mercado introduces the concepts of just price and fair transactions that apply to
both Europe and the trade between Seville and the Indies. Special characteristics of the
trade within American colonies is also treated. Book II is a discussion of the legislation of
wheat trade in Spain. Book IV deals with most aspects of money exchange, including
transatlantic, and the practice of banking. Book V deals with usury and individual commercial
contracts, mostly within Spain. Book VI features restitution in a wider sense, ranging from
homicide to restitution of honour. For the purposes of this paper, books I, II and IV will be
analysed.

Mercado’s views on the just price and the value of money.
Mercado’s views on the just price are footed on Natural Law. He departs from Aristotle’s
Metaphysics I: Animals move by natural instinct, whereas humans live through reason and
art. He refers to Thomas of Aquinas and the Bible (David) to define the reason as a divine
gift. Natural law is “a participation of the divine law and an impression of divine light on the
rational soul”. He defines the Recta ratio (Book I, ch.1) as the common sense of what is right
and wrong.
Mercado sees the Decalogue as a reminder of the Natural Law. Humans need to be
reminded, as they sinned and deviated from Divine Law i.e. Natural Law. It is the duty of the
Republic (Commonwealth) to provide laws, where Natural Law is not being observed. (Book
II, ch.4, §19) Civil Law is there to reinforce Natural Law. Civil law derives from Natural Law,
which is one with Divine Law.
The just price is not established by Nature, because things were not created to be sold, but
to be used. “. ..human malice made them private and human necessity made them tradable”.
Trading is a human invention, as was “making gold and silver the price of all the other
goods” (Book II, ch.6, §19).
The monarch establishes the value of money, so the monarch (through magistrates) is
entitled to fix the price of all the other things. If there is a legal price, it should be observed.
(Book II, ch.6, §21). Mercado defines “accidental price” as a price introduced by time and
society. Legal prices are suitable if goods are necessities i.e. bread, fish, wine, etc. (Book II,
ch.6, §23) However, if goods are not necessities, i.e. jewels, brocades, silks, etc., then legal
prices are not required. If a legal price is established, merchants are allowed to charge lower
prices than the legal price, but never higher, as this would constitute a sin.
He highlights the element of usefulness as a determining factor of the value of things:

To gold and silver, a bit of frozen earth, granted the Republic (commonwealth) such
being and value, that they were made to become the value and price of all things; on
the contrary, a horse and an ox which, looking at their nature and essence, are worth
an additional weight of their body in gold, as they are alive, and even exceed that,
without comparison, don’t have such a high estimation, and it would be senseless if
they had it, as a thing should not be estimated higher than in terms of its contribution
towards our sustentation.(Book II,ch.4, §13)
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Further, he refers to Aristotle to include the level of need that humans have of things as a
further determining element of value:

Aristotle admirably states in his 5th book of Ethics that what gives value and price to
earthly things is our necessity, as if we did not need them, we would neither trade,
nor appreciate them. Such is the measure and weight of their value. (Book II, ch.6,
14)
Mercado’s experience in the Spanish colonies of the American Continent gave him an
ampler view of the way in which humans value things.4 He explains that unlike in the east
and west of the Old World, In Peru and New Spain money, gold, silver precious stones and
pearls “never became more than a jewel and luxury, as feathers here (Spain), but not the
price of all things or money.” (6, §15)
(6, 16)He added that indigenous inhabitants of Florida preferred copper to gold, as they
could turn it into tools to work the earth, which sustained them with their produce. Mercado
tells the story of an event that happened during the time that he resided in New Spain: In
1556, the fleet of New Spain shipwrecked and the galleon stranded on a beach in Florida.
The crew took out the treasure (held in jute sacks) and placed it on the beach. There were
the equivalent of 800000 Ducats. The crew tried to negotiate with the natives by offering
those coins in exchange for provisions and Indians would laugh at them
…and arrive with knives and, without anyone resisting their actions, cut the sacks
open, spreading the reales over the ground, as if they were dust, and they would
happily retrieve the jute sacks and ropes, and run away with them over the sand
dunes, as game, believing that they would be persecuted, about which our people
would laugh considerably.
The crew had to leave the treasure behind and walk all the way to Mexico City. On their
arrival, they notified the Viceroy Luis de Velasco, who send Captain Villafaña with a fleet of 2
or 3 caravels to rescue the treasure. On their arrival, they found the treasure scattered along
the beach, four or five months after the shipwreck. Mercado regarded this as the most
admirable part of the story, and adds that the treasure had been kept safer amongst the
Indians than had it been put under consignment. He concludes the story:
In addition, as the Indians saw the caravels approaching and the crew jumping out to
load the silver, which once loaded was shipped back to Mexico, they (the Indians)
were astounded to see Spaniards venturing such a long way for something as seedy.
The treasure was returned to their rightful owners. Mercado ends his story with the following
comment:
I have never read in any ancient text such a remarkable and astounding story: That
almost a million in gold, Indians strolling by them, and they would not take anything
with them, just due to the underestimation that it bears amongst them. This is am
evident proof of the truth that has been previously discussed: Things are not valued
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by humans according to their nature, but, as stated by the Philosopher, according to
our will and need, which is what grants them estimation and value. (6, §17)

Banks and exchange in Mercado’s Suma
Mercado presents his discussion and appraisal of banks as a component of his analysis of
exchange, topic of the fourth book of his Suma. He acknowledges the existence of exchange
rate differentials between countries according to their geographical locations and explains
those differentials on the basis of relative abundance of specie. In Seville, where specie was
relatively abundant, its appreciation was lower than in Flanders, where specie was scarcer
than in Seville. Hence, if a merchant has money in Seville and he issues a bill of exchange
for Flanders, he will lose 6-7% (book IV, ch.5). Whilst exchange rate differentials between
countries are acceptable according to Mercado, such differentials should not prevail within
Spain (book IV, Ch. 8). Even less acceptable it was to issue bill of exchange for fairs within
the same Spanish town. He defines such practice as dry exchange, as the motive would be
speculation, given that no goods were to be exchanged.
Similarly, Mercado disapproves of leverage using bills of exchange, what the Spanish called
recambio. Leverage tended to be used during fairs, for instance, when merchants had bills of
exchange in their possession to pay for goods whose delivery was delayed. So merchants
would make use of the bill in the meantime, by buying and selling merchandise or lending
the bill to another merchant with interest, under the pretence of an exchange transaction. If
there were any delays in the credit payments, interest accumulated. Mercado regarded such
practices as sinful dry exchange (book IV, ch.10). It was not acceptable to charge for time,
therefore charging interest was equally unacceptable.
Exchange needed to be exempt of charges justified by elapsed time. In a similar way, if
merchandise is bought to be payable in the future (fiado), no additional charges should
apply. For payments to be licit, they should be settled within 6 months, and no interest
should be charged. All types of dry exchange are regarded by him as sinful, In line with Pope
Pius V’s decree of 1571, which stressed that both usance and any additional charges should
be honoured in accordance to what was stated in a bill of exchange.
All of Mercado’s views on the ethicality of exchange practices within Europe were standard,
as they were in abidance with papal specifications. The same cannot be said about trade
between Seville and the Indies, as it posed challenges not only to the merchant code of
practice, but to the Catholic Church as well. He dedicates chapter 8 of his fourth book of the
Summa to trade with the Indies and all its modalities, which he finds mostly sinful.
Unacceptable practices started already in Seville, where passengers and sailors alike would
use transatlantic exchange as a source of credit. They would promise to settle upon arrival,
paying between 50% and 60% interest for this service. This type of arrangements involved a
certain level of risk, as there was the possibility that debtors would never be able to pay off
their debts, hence the high levels of interest charged by bankers for this service.
Insurances were used to disguise credit transactions, in a similar way as transatlantic bills of
exchange. Individuals who had nothing to ensure, would pretend to buy an insurance
payable in the Indies. They would receive cash from the insurer, and they would later settle
their transactions in the Indies through exchange bills. There were many other more
complicated transactions involving insurances.5 Some bankers would issue transatlantic
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exchange bills subject to the client buying an insurance. Mercado considered this practice as
sinful and similar to usury. Another form of transaction that he opposed to was when bankers
lent money to merchants via transatlantic bills of exchange with no interest, but would
relinquish of the risk involved in shipping the merchandise to the Indies. The bankers would
then receive their capital back plus an exchange rate premium, regardless of whether or not
there was a shipwreck. Mercado likens this practice to theft.
The level of profits that bankers could benefit from when dealing with exchange transactions
was high, as there was scope for arbitrage-related benefits due to large exchange rate
differentials. For transatlantic bills of exchange issued in Seville, premia were of 10% for
payments in Santo Domingo, 15% in Mexico and Panama, 25% in Peru and 35% in Chile
(Mercado 1571, 4:f.69v). These high profit margins stimulated the creativity of traders,
devising ways to go around the established rules.

Mercado dedicates chapter 14 of his fourth book of the Summa to discuss the practice of
banking. He starts by flattering Sevillian bankers, who, unlike their Italian and Flemish
counterparts, did not pay themselves salaries, and calls them “gentrified” (ahidalgados),
meaning that their attitudes were in line to those of the nobility. He acknowledges that
humans are prone to greed; therefore, he states that bankers should only be bankers, as
combining other businesses with banking leads to the temptation of accruing profits in a
sinful manner. He adds that should bankers infringe this rule, half of their estates should be
confiscated.
It was customary for bankers to charge 0.6% commission for issuing bills of exchange.
Mercado claims being unable to understand the rationale behind such charge. He refers to
Augustin and his philosophical questioning of time:
There’s nothing more public and noticeable than time, and nothing more difficult to
understand than its nature and essence (quididad).There’s no one in the world who
does not know that there is time, and yet, there are very few who know where it is
and what time is. So I say that we all hear that certificates and bills carry six for every
thousand, but I believe that nobody has enquired about the reason or cause of it,
neither where this abuse was derived from or how it originated. (Book IV, ch.13)
He adds that theologians tend to justify such a charge as banker salaries. However, the
issue was puzzling since the 0.06% was not always payable to the banker, as it was
sometimes paid to the client. He explains that this charge originated in Flanders, and
sometimes it is explained through exchange rate differentials before and after a fair.
In his book IV, Mercado focuses on the evil of usury. He likens merchants to silk worms, who
tangle themselves in their own series of businesses, settling on debt to then incur in the
next, even greater one. He cites Plutarch on the virtues of a measured life, and adds that
gentiles in antiquity had the Isle of Lesbos as a refuge to those who would go bankrupt. 16thcentury Spaniards did not count on such a haven, hence his advice not to incur in unpayable
debt commitments.
Usury is wrong according to him, as it is the alienation of the possessions of the poor by the
rich. He likens some practices carried out by mostly foreign bankers to the situation in
ancient Athens, when the rich gradually took over the possessions of the poor through debt.
Interest was then charged on the possessions that the poor had lost. It was therefore
necessary for Solon to carry out some reforms to Athenian law (594 BC), through which all
debts were abolished and freedom was granted to debt-slaves.
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Similarly, he compares usury to a tax imposed in Egypt according to the Book of Genesis,
when Joseph foresaw years of draught devastating wheat harvests and advises the Pharaoh
to collect wheat from his subjects to prepare for hard years to come. The same wheat was
then sold back to the subjects during times of scarcity. Mercado sees usury as a tribute
imposed on the original owners of the capital.
Out of all the credit instruments available in 16th-century Spain, the only one he approves of
is the censo, a type of mortgage loan. The interest accrued due to mortgage loans was
justified through lucrum cessans (missed benefits) and damnum emergens (possible loss
due to risk), which were, since the early Scholastics, the two elements that justify interest.
When referring to mortgage loans, Mercado stresses that upon death of the debtor, his heirs
should become liable and that mortgaged properties should be sold only with a special
licence, which issuance should not carry any charges.
In line with the stipulations of the Vatican, Mercado is, in overall terms, in favour of a tight
regulation of the exchange and credit markets in Spain and Europe. His writings reflect that
trade and money exchange practices with the Indies posed serious challenges to the
implementation of regulatory measures. Illegal transactions were taking place even prior to
ship departures, and given the vast territories of its American viceroyalties, and the nature of
commodity and silver markets, the authorities were at times unable, but also at times
unwilling to implement regulations.

Mining, bullion, money, and credit in New Spain
The commercial interactions between mine owners and silver merchants is a good example
of viceregal authorities’ reluctance to regulate silver and commodity markets in Habsburg
New Spain. This may well have been consequence of the authorities’ awareness of their
inability to exert enough fiscal control. Archival sources featuring disputes between silver
merchants and mine owners reflect some aspects of the range of the control by the
authorities over the markets, as well as their willingness to implement regulatory measures.
There is some wide documental evidence about dissatisfaction amongst mine owners in
New Spain throughout the 16th and 17th centuries. There are many reasons for their
discontent: the world price of silver was dropping due to an increasing supply of the metal.
This had of course negative effects on mining profits. At the same time, mining in New Spain
was becoming an increasingly costly activity, as ores were more and more difficult to extract.
Mine owners petitioned for a reduction of mercury prices (mercury was a Crown monopoly)
and devised strategies to mitigate their losses, as bankruptcies and imprisonments due to
debts multiplied (“Carta de Alonso de Peralta” 1603, f. 559r–564v, “Petición” 1587, f. 331r).6
Mine owners tended to canalise their frustrations on silver merchants, who were in charge of
transporting silver from the Royal Mint in Mexico City to frontier mining towns in exchange
for bullion. Silver merchants were also goods merchants, so the merchant network had
control over the provision of merchandise, which was sold at high prices, as well as over the
money supply. The Royal Mint was managed by members of the merchant network, which
extended beyond the viceroyalty and across the Atlantic. The bankers of Seville that
Mercado writes about, were at the pinnacle of the same wider network.
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Silver merchants provided mine owners with the specie needed to pay for miner salaries.
Specie was scarce throughout the 16th and 17th centuries, so mine owners depended on
silver merchants. The exchange mechanism, which can be seen as the first step towards the
development of a banking system, was the following: Merchants supplied miners with
currency on credit at a 5% p.a. interest (in line with censos), and miners were due to repay
within a period of 40-50 days. Silver merchants received silver (bullion) with a higher degree
of purity, as the legal price of the mark was 65 reales, and they received purer silver that
was worth 67-78 reales. There was also a commission charge of plus one real/peso, which
was 11.1%, which was called the “rate of discount”. Taking into consideration transport costs
and minting charges, merchant profit was of about 15% on average.
Albeit reluctantly, mine owners used the service of merchants, as it was more convenient
than taking their bullion to the mint. Authorities acted upon mine owner complaints against
merchants, although the measures taken were not effective: In 1598, the Crown proposed to
take over the provision of goods to towns from merchants. The plan was not put into practice
due to the unwillingness of viceregal authorities to finance it.7 A second attempt by the
Crown at rendering the role of the silver merchant redundant was undertaken in 1604, when
the Crown tried to take over the supply of specie to mining towns. This action was equally
unsuccessful (Garcia Ruiz1954, p.34-35).8
A dispute that occurred in Zacatecas in 1604 is a good example of mine owner attitudes in
respect to regulation of the silver trade on one side and of the reluctance of the Council of
the Indies to implement it. In order to appreciate the nuances of this episode, it is necessary
to place it within a historical context:
Based on the method used to produce silver in Mexican mining areas, two types of silver can
be identified: Silver produced through amalgamation, typically by mine owners within their
mining enterprises, and silver produced through smelting, by Indigenous and Black mine
workers using ores that they collected as perks to complement their salaries. The former
was taxed at 10%; due to a concession granted to Mexican mine owners by the Crown,
whilst the latter was levied at 20%, in line with the silver produced in other Spanish
viceroyalties. Given the endemic scarcity of specie in frontier mining areas, some silver
produced through smelting was struck into the shape of coins “pesos de minas” and
circulated locally prior to being taxed. This type of local currency was known as “plata de
rescate”. Mine owners perceived silver produced by smelting as competition. Therefore,
mine owners petitioned that merchants should pay the Treasury a tax of 5% on the purchase
silver produced through smelting. (Source: Report by Francisco de Ybarra y Caval (Council
of the Indies), 4 April 1604 on Zacatecas) Mine owners claimed that Indigenous and Black
mineworkers stole the ores. There was an ongoing discussion and debate about whether
pepenas, ores collected by mineworkers were theft or not.
In his report, Francisco Ybarra y Caval, a factor from the Council of the Indies who was in
charge of resolving the dispute, likens this situation to the one experienced by vine owners in
Spain. Vine workers were allowed to eat as many grapes as they wished while they were
working, however, vine labourers are not allowed taking grapes home with them. Despite
such ban, vine labourers did take grapes out of vineyard and sold them, adding that: “force
and necessity are behind such liberty”, as such benefits complemented their salaries and
allowed them to eat something wholesome on Saturdays.
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Further, Ybarra argues that if silver produced through smelting were to be taxed, so should
the one produced through amalgamation and that the suggested tax increase would push
the overall tax to 25%, which was unseen of, even in the viceroyalty of Peru.
In his report, Ybarra stresses the fact that, were such tax to be introduced, the same mine
owners would be directly affected, as they themselves occasionally produced silver through
smelting and sold it to merchants. He adds that mine owners had not taken into
consideration the fact that mine workers would tend to steal more ores to make up for the
reduction in their income. He illustrates his discourse by stating that mine owners would see
themselves in the same situation as the frogs. Ybarra referred to Aesop’s fable: Jupiter and
the Frogs, which entailed the following story:

Fig.1 Illustration in the 1489 Spanish edition of Aesop’s fables, wood carving from
Steinhöwel’s German edition, 1486
Jupiter and the Frogs: The frogs asked Jupiter for a ruler and governor, who would punish
the ones amongst them who misbehaved. Jupiter did not take them seriously and laughed at
them for requesting such a thing. The frogs pleaded again in a very noisy manner. Jupiter
then threw a tree log into the pond, which frightened the frogs. Shortly after, one of them
realised that Jupiter had sent them a log and not a king. The frogs jumped on top of the log
and begged Jupiter, yet again, to give them a ruler. Jupiter reacted by sending them a stork,
who started eating them one by one. The frogs started crying for help loudly to Jupiter, who
answered:
“You asked for a king, which I did not want to give you. Since you insisted, I sent you
a log, which you did not appreciate, that is why I gave you your current ruler, which
you will preserve. You did not want the good; therefore you will have to endure the
evil.” (Aesop’s Fables, Spanish edition, Zaragoza, 1489 p.48-49)
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By depicting mine owners as the frogs in Aesop’s fable, Ybarra is rejecting the proposed
regulation of silver trade as something damaging to merchants, mine owners and
mineworkers alike. Ybarra’s attitude towards the implementation of regulation in the silver
trade in New Spain is mirrored by Mercado’s views on the pricing of silver bullion, which
were issued some decades earlier.

Mercado’s views on the price of Bullion in the Indies
In his Summa, Mercado addresses the issue that confessors in New Spain were concerned
about the ethicality of the widespread practice of bullion being exchanged at a price below its
legal value. (Book II, ch.19, §1) He reiterates that silver and gold gather their value through
the royal institution, whereas in the case of other goods, it is human necessity what grant
them their value. Coins could be made out of any material and be given any value. Other
things are valued according to the benefit they bring to humans, so, they are valued by our
needs. Money is valued by human will. He adds that if silver is assayed, and legal values are
established per silver marc, such values ought to be respected, although given varying
qualities of silver being produced, he considers acceptable to adapt the price of a silver marc
according to its fineness. (Book II, ch.19, §2-3)
In a similar way, he also considers as right to divert from legal prices when trading silver
bullion, as in mining regions of New Spain, Campeche, Honduras and Hispaniola, gold and
silver are regarded as “some kind of merchandise”, and its value increases and decreases
for the same reasons as that of other goods, although in the case of precious metals, such
variations are very small and prices rarely divert much from the legal price. Further, he adds
that neither judges, nor governors have ever punished or forbidden such a trade.
Mercado does support the principle that the value and metal content of coins should be kept
stable, as money measures the value of all things. He uses the metaphor of the clock,
whose measuring of time has to be regular. Moreover, increasing or decreasing the value of
money affects the wealth of the people, which is illegal.
He was in favour of silver merchants charging mine owners a “rate of discount” when
exchanging bullion for specie; however, there was another practice common amongst silver
merchants, which he opposed to silver merchants tended to charge a commission for
supplying cochineal merchants with 1- real coins, which they preferred. (Book II, ch.19, §4).
The demand for money in the Americas presented a series of idiosyncrasies, as Indians
were gradually adopting the use of money as a means of exchange. Indians had a marked
preference for 1- real coins over four or eight real coins. Cochineal merchants were willing to
pay silver merchants up to a 12-15% commission for supplying them with 1- real coins.
Mercado disapproves of this practice, regarding it as sinful. It can be deduced that in his
view, silver bullion is a commodity not necessary to human life, and as such, its value can
differ from the legal value, depending on how scarce or abundant it is. However, coins had a
value established by law, which had to be respected when exchanging real coins of different
denomination.
Setting the Summa next to Ybarra’s report, it appears that bullion trade had a special place
as far as trade rules were concerned. Silver production was of great importance for Spain,
and the network of silver merchants was successfully delivering bullion to the Royal Mint and
across the Atlantic to Seville. Increasing the difficulty of their task carried the risk of upsetting
bullion trade to the Spanish Crown’s detriment.
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Conclusions
Mercado’s views on just price and the elements that determine the value of all things offer a
philosophical context to his analysis of banking and credit in 16th-century Spain and the
Indies. His views give him a special place amongst the Salamanca scholars, as it was
influenced by his experiences in the then New World. His stances on credit and exchange
within the Iberian Peninsula are strict, and abide to stipulations established by the Vatican.
He rejects any form of leverage in the practice of money exchange at fairs, condemning it as
dry exchange. He approves only of short- term (in loco) transactions, within a period of 6
months. The only type of interest he regards as acceptable is the one linked to mortgage
loans, censos.
He criticises customary bank practices of charging a 0.06% commission for issuing bills of
exchange, despite the fact that other theologians approved them. Mercado is against
bankers practising any trade other than banking, as humans are prone to greed. When it
comes to money transfers within Spain, he opposes to any charges or premia.
In reading the Summa, it can be observed how Mercado takes a laxer approach when he
focuses on trade between Seville and the Indies. He seems almost appalled when
describing all the sinful and illegal dealings involved in transatlantic trade, which started in
Seville even before the ships departed. Mercado describes transactions with a much higher
degree of complexity than the ones that were customary on the Iberian Peninsula.
It has been suggested (Hoberman 1998) that silver merchants in New Spain were the only
network capable to supply mine owners with the specie and credit needed to carry out their
productive activities, and to transport the bullion from remote mining areas to the Royal Mint
in Mexico City. Mercado seems to have held a similar stance to that of Ybarra’s, the factor
representing the Council of the Indies in Zacatecas around 1604. Both argue against any
regulation of the bullion trade, despite petitions by mine owners to tax silver merchants, and
despite bullion being bought by silver merchants at below the legal price. Mercado regards
bullion as a commodity and in line with his views on value, its price could fluctuate according
to scarcity or abundance.
It is difficult to elicit if there were ulterior reasons for Mercado’s stance. What can assumed is
that he and Ybarra witnessed the importance of bullion trade and its credit component for the
Crown, as well as for economy of New Spain. It was an activity that only silver merchants
could carry out at that time.
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