
 

 

Paraguay: How a country made it illegal to have 

a same race marriage. 

Yes, you read the title correctly. While in many countries interracial 
relationships were once actually prohibited or socially frowned upon, the 
opposite was true in Paraguay. During certain periods of Paraguayan 
history, it was even discouraged—and sometimes made practically 
impossible—for Spanish colonists to marry exclusively among other 
Spaniards. 

Instead, the government actively encouraged relationships between 
Europeans and the indigenous population. The idea behind this was 
striking: rather than a society based on strict racial classes, the goal was 
to create a more mixed national identity. 

But how did this come about? Which leader was behind it? Why was 
racial mixing actively encouraged in Paraguay while many other 
countries actually banned it? And has this choice influenced modern-day 
Paraguay? 

In this article, we’ll take a closer look at one of the most extraordinary 
social experiments in South American history. 

Flag Paraguay. Source: wikipedia.org  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

José Gaspar Rodríquez de Francia  

This remarkable experiment is often associated with José Gaspar 
Rodríguez de Francia, born on January 6, 1766, in Asunción. 

Francia was the son of a Spanish colonist and is regarded by many 
Paraguayans as one of the most important founders of modern 
Paraguayan society and identity. 

Originally a lawyer, he later became an influential statesman and 
eventually the absolute ruler of Paraguay. In 1816, he was officially 
granted the title “Perpetual Dictator of the Republic.” 

Although the word “dictator” almost always carries a negative 
connotation today, in Francia’s case the historical context is somewhat 
more nuanced. He ruled authoritatively and held virtually all power, but at 
the same time sought to build a stable and independent state during a 
period when many South American countries were plagued by chaos, 
civil wars, and foreign influence. 

As a result, some historians view Francia not only as a dictator but also 
as the architect of the Paraguayan state. 

Painting José Gaspar Rodríquez de Francia. Source: 
wikipedia.org 



 

 

José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia did not earn this title by chance. He 
played a fundamental role in Paraguay’s independence from the Spanish 
colonial empire in 1811 and subsequently managed to keep the country 
independent in the face of powerful neighbours such as Argentina and 
Brazil. 

Through strict border policies, Francia largely isolated Paraguay from 
foreign influences. As a result, the country became highly self-sufficient 
and was able to develop a strong form of sovereignty. While many other 
South American countries were ravaged by wars, coups, and political 
chaos during that period, Francia managed to keep Paraguay relatively 
stable and secure—albeit through heavy-handed measures and under 
an authoritarian regime. 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of his policies was his fight against the 
power of the Spanish elite within Paraguay. Francia confiscated the 
property of wealthy Spanish families and sought to break their influence 
over politics and the economy. In doing so, he also implemented policies 
that strongly discouraged marriages among Spanish colonists while 
actively encouraging relationships with the indigenous population or 
mestizos. 

The goal behind this was clear: Francia wanted to prevent the re-
emergence of a small European elite that would seize all the power. 
Instead, he sought to create a more mixed Paraguayan identity, in which 
social and racial differences would become less significant. As a result, 
Paraguay eventually came to have one of the most mixed populations in 
South America. 

Equal society 

The law enacted by José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia was intended to 
promote greater racial and social equality within Paraguay. This policy 
was implemented in 1814, just three years after the country’s official 
independence. 

Francia sought to create what was known as an egalitarian society: a 
society in which people, in theory, had equal rights and opportunities, 
regardless of their ancestry or social class. In Paraguay, this primarily 
meant that the traditional power of the Spanish colonial elite had to be 
dismantled. 



 

 

Under the Spanish colonial system, people of fully European descent 
often occupied the top of the social ladder, while mestizos, indigenous 
groups, and Afro-Paraguayans had far fewer rights and influence. 
Francia wanted to break down this hierarchy. 

By actively encouraging interracial marriages and breaking up the insular 
Spanish elite, he sought to create a national identity in which ancestry 
became less important than belonging to Paraguay itself. This changed 
not only the country’s social structure but also Paraguay’s demographics 
in the long term. 

A painting of the Paraguayan society in the 19th 
century. The text in the painting says an Indian and a Spaniard together produce a mestizo. Source: 
theconversation.com  

The policies of José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia ultimately led to the 

near-complete disappearance of the traditional Spanish elite in Paraguay 
as a distinct demographic group. 

However, the mixing of population groups had already begun much 
earlier, even before Francia came to power. When the Spanish 
conquistadors reached the region in the 16th century, they brought very 
few European women with them. As a result, relationships quickly 
developed between Spanish colonists and women of the Guaraní, the 
indigenous people of Paraguay. 

As a result, Paraguay developed into a highly mixed society at an early 
stage. By the time Francia introduced his laws, a large portion of the 
population already consisted of mestizos—people of both European and 
indigenous descent. Historians estimate that this group already 
accounted for 60% of the population before Francia’s reforms. 

Francia’s legislation, however, further accelerated this process. His 
policies deliberately dismantled the power of the old colonial elite and 



 

 

fostered a shared Paraguayan identity that transcended ancestry or 
“race.” 

Around 1840, Paraguay was even regarded by some observers as one 
of the most socially egalitarian societies in the Western Hemisphere—
certainly compared to other countries in Latin America, where colonial 
class distinctions were often still strongly present. 

A picture taken by Jorge Adono, 
this picture shows the diversity of the Paraguayan country, we see white and coloured people mixed in together. 
Source: theconversation.com  

Paraguay nowadays  

Although José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia has been dead for nearly 
two centuries, many of his ideas are still evident in modern-day 
Paraguay. 

Paraguay still has a strong national identity that sets it apart from many 

other countries in South America. One of the most striking examples of 
this is the language. Whereas in almost all of Latin America the language 
of the colonists became dominant, a large portion of the Paraguayan 
population still speaks Guaraní—the language of the indigenous 
people—alongside Spanish. This makes Paraguay one of the few 
countries in the Americas where an indigenous language has continued 
to play such a significant role in daily life. 

Francia’s emphasis on self-sufficiency also left a lasting mark. Large 
parts of Paraguay still consist of agricultural land and farms, which has 
historically allowed the country to remain relatively independent from 
foreign powers and economies. 



 

 

In addition, a strong sense of Paraguayan pride and national identity still 
endures. Francia believed that Paraguay should not be dependent on 
European elites or influential neighboring countries, and he sought to 
create a society in which “being Paraguayan” took precedence over 
ancestry or class. 

As a result, the choices Francia made in the 19th century are still felt in 
21st-century Paraguay. His legacy remains controversial—a dictator to 
some, the father of the Paraguayan nation to others—but his influence 
on the country’s formation is hard to deny. 

Conclusion  

It may seem as though José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia is portrayed 
solely in a positive light, but his reign certainly had its dark sides as well. 

Although his marriage laws were intended to break the power of the 
Spanish elite, these regulations applied primarily to people of Spanish 
descent. As a result, social prejudices did not disappear entirely. Even 
within Paraguayan society, discrimination against other population 
groups, such as Afro-Paraguayans, sometimes persisted. 

In addition, Francia ruled in an extremely authoritarian manner. He 
suppressed political opponents, limited religious influence, and 
concentrated virtually all power in his own hands. Criticism of his 
administration was often harshly cracked down on, and under his rule, 
Paraguay became a highly closed state. 

Nevertheless, Francia is still viewed by many people in Paraguay as a 
national hero. For many, he symbolizes the man who made Paraguay 
independent, stable, and more socially equitable than many other 
countries in South America during that period. His supporters emphasize 
above all that he broke the power of the colonial elite and sought to 
create a national identity in which ancestry was less important. 

His legacy therefore remains ambiguous: on the one hand, a dictator 
with absolute power; on the other, a leader who sought to reduce social 
inequality and brought stability to an unstable region. 

But one thing makes this story historically unique: Paraguay was likely 
the only country in the world where the government actively sought to 



 

 

prohibit marriages within a specific colonial elite in order to create a more 
mixed and egalitarian society. 

 

Has this article piqued your curiosity, or would you like to read more 
unique stories like this? Then check out my other articles on the website 
www.achterdewereldkaart.com  
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