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CHAPTERI

INTRODUCTION

1492 was a year of triumph for the Spanish kingdom. Inydas, King Ferdinand and Queen
Isabella were able to reclaim Andalusizccessfullyfrom its Muslim rulers and inhabitantsius
bringing an end to the nearly 89@ar struggle known as tiiReconquistaln addition to this, the
Italian explorer Christophé&Zolumbus reached the shores of San Salvador later that year on
behalf of the Spanish Crowr\ot only wasthe Spanish Crown laying claim to old lost lands but
they were also laying claim to newly discoveredohes. 1493, just a year af
discovery, the Spanish pope, Alexander VI, issued a bull granting Spain a mooioptlgon
Christian lands west of a line drawn 100 leagues west of the Azores. In thifegave
sovereignty over all new landsscovered in the Atlantic to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella
of Spain? The triumphs continuedhen veins osilver were discovered in Bolivia and Mexito
Meanwhile,reports of the discovery of gold and pearls in these regionsmateby men like

Amerigo Vespucci, another Italian navigafor.

Spain, then, was awash with news alibatexistence of gold, silver, pearls, and even

people in the New WorldAccordingly, the crown committed itself to evangelising the newly

! Beatriz De AlbakK o ¢ Fhe Sgianish Colonial Empire in the Renaissance: Establishing the First Global
Cul t u A €gmpanionrio the Spanish Renaissaedied by Hilaire Kallendorf, 8220 (Leiden: Brill
Publishing, 2018)104.
“HelenWal | i s, @6Thi ngs Hiihded ePno rftruognu eGsteh eVtraHydibegneds, of Di s
Today36 (June 1986): 233 on 31.
3 Alba-Koch, 93.
* Amerigo VespucciMundus novusLetter to Lorenzo Pietro di Medidanslated by George Tyler
Northrup (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1916), 8.



discovered region, but with thegapeciof commercial tradé the background To do this
required that these new lanfist be conqueredrhe brunt of this work was done by
conquistadoregliterally conqueror$, Spanish men who travelled to the New World to conquer
it. However, this sort of work was expensive and very ofterttifeatening, and shese men
expectedecompense from the Crown in the form of lands, labour and fitletis is what their

predeessors had received when tlieyght in theReconquista

To rewardthe conquistadoresindsettle the landgheyconquered, thencomienda
system was created. This system was a restructuring of the feudal 8yastt¢ied labourers and
landowners in a muglly obliging contractin theory, the system was simpéiindigenous
labourer was to give their labouradandowner, known as trencomenderan exchange, the
encomenderawvas meant to protect his workers and to ensure their instruction in thaadhrist
faith®Thus, it would seem on the surface that the
conquistadores onquer ed | and and were subsequently re

utilized and its inhabitantsared for and converted.

Amid all of this success of the Crowholstered byhe triumphalist accounts written by
men like Columbus and Vespueecouning in great detail the gold and profit to be wiarthis
new world oneSpanish clergyman saw things very differently. Bartolomé de Las@asa
born in Seville in 1484 anas a young man immigrated to Hispaniola with his father where he
becamean encomenderdAfter being ordained assecular clergymaat the age of 26 years ¢ld

he came to seehat the Spanistvere doingn the New World througlnything but a

®>Valerie I. J. Flint,The Imaginative Landscape of Christopher ColumBusceton: Princeton
University Press, 1992), 183.

® Alba-Koch, 1045.

" Bartolomé de Las CasaA, Short Account of the Destruction of the Indieanslated by Nigel Griffin
(Londan: Penguin Classics Publishing, 1992), xxii.



triumphalist lensindeedwhen he returnetb Spain in 1515he soughan audience with the

ageing King FerdinandButhe did not telthe kingtales of great riches and mass evangelisation

when he met himinsteadhedescribedhe destruction of these lands and the violent deaths of

the native inhabitants, all caused by the Spaniards and their greed. He insistedritiass

peoplehad been slaghtered dyingwithout having received the sacraments or bapt&panish
greedwasthus sending these people to hklhg Ferdinand, far removed from the New World

and its problems, referrdchs Casas to the Council of the Indies, the council created to handle

affairs of the New World. However, when he informed the president of the Council, Bishop Juan
Rodriguez de Fonseca, how in only three months, seven thousand children had been slaughtere

in Cuba, Fonseca simply r epiFacedwithtfisimliterehcew do e

Las Casas took to writing.

Themost important of the resulting works composedhytolomé de Las Casashis
1552A Short Account of the Destruction of thdies It is an analysis of this text that wile
consideedin great detaiin the following pageBut it is clearthatthetitle alone suggests that
Las Casas se@sproblem The textis not anheroicaccount ofgeographicatliscovery tinged
with the enticing prospect of the finding of gold. Nor is it an account afthagelisation of the
New World souls being won for God.dher, it is an account die destructionof the New
World. A thin book of only 130 pages, its chaptersdixededaccording tdhe regions the
author discusses. Going from one kingdom and province to thesteting with the beginnings
of the conquest to preseddy 1552, Las Casas describes the peoples, their lands, and the

gruesome ways in which the formeere slaughteredand the lattedespoiledby the Spanish.

8 Ibid., xxii-xxii.



Thisis quite different from prior accounts of the New World by its explorers and congéetors

is not the kind of work that the Spanish reading public would have exp¥¢tadis this so?

This thesis, then, will t utwilletamneavhyddsy se L a
Casassaw the New World and its inhabitants so differeratyd how he drew upahe
theoretical premises gfeography, natural history and contemporary rhetorgresent harsh

indictment of Spanish attitudes in these newly discovered.lands



CHAPTERII

HISTORIOGRAPHY ANDARGUMENT

Historiography

Scholars who have looked at Spanish activities in the New World have done so through a
number of different methodological and theoretleasesOne suctapproachs Orientalism, a
term coined by Edward W. Said in Hi879 book of the same name. Witlaid argues that

orientalism is a concept that was used throughout several periods of histooymoe fit o

t er ms

with the Orient" many other scholars have expanded upon his critique, taking it as indicative of

a European approachaaderstandindoreignsocieties and culturesore generally. For Said,
orientalismwasa product of formal study about the lands Europeans designatesl @sent

That is to say, it was a productadademic institutes and doctrinéss through thischolarship
that Eurogan culture could shape the Origmjecting their fantasies and fears upon itin a
fashion that justified settlement and rubaid essentially sees orientalism éimelstudiesthat

drew upon itas a method of dominating its place of study and thusngakmowledge and power
over it? Pompa Banerjedor instance, in her 1999 article on early modern travel narratives to
India, draws orthe concept of orientalisto discus$ow Europeans frandghe practices of
foreign cultures.n other wordsshe finds Europeanterpreations of India cultureas premised
uponthe idea that their own culture is superior in comparteasthers’ In this sense,

orientalismhingesupon the balance of power between the observitigie and the observed

! Edward W. SaidQrientalism New York: Pantheon Books, 1978: 1.
2 .
Ibid., 2-4.
*Pompa Banerjee, ABurning Questions: Wi dows,
of Indi aJournal of Medieval and Early Modern Stud&(1999): 531.

Wi t c hi



culture:theobserving altureobserves the observed cultare thebasisof its position of power

and superiority.

Other scholars have seen the process of description differeoigidering it through the

lens of assimilationThe historiarMichael Ryann a1981 article for instanceargued thathe

way Europeans framed the Orient or the New World was not solely about power or domination.

Ratherthey tended tassimilaé and domesticatthe foreign into the familiafThat is to say,

they located the foreigand the exotic against referents from their own cultaréhis way, he
continuesEuropean scholars were able to blunt the force of discovery of what could have been
indecipherable and even frighteningly different cultures and pedpleslo this, Eurpeans of

the Renaissandeoked to classical writing$n this respect, it was easy to compare or even
equate thgods of exotic peoples$or instance, witlthe gods of antiquiy gods and pantheons
with which European scholars would have been famfliam their reading of the early Christian
struggle against traditional religiGrReading the exotic in terms of familiar, historical categories
such as paganism or heathenism made the observed culture veaeitgtandable, imaginable.
Tying exotic peofes and their religious cultures with paganism located them within a familiar
context, one which was known through ancient texts but also rather recent Europeaf history.
Thus, this lensvorks within the contextthat assimilating foreign cultures was notominate

them, but rather to understand ti@mnd to make them comprehensible to those who had never

encountered them.

A third approachused by historiant examinehow foreign cultures were understood,

described and reportegntres upon assessing the advice literature travellers read about travel

“Mi chael Ryan, AAssimilating New Wor ICdmparatme t he
Studies in Society and Histo2® (1981): 523%.
® Ibid., 528.

® Ibid., 5235.

Si x|



and the art of describing. This is the approach adoptdddiin Stagin his 1995 work that

examines the humanist literature that endeavoureddily and regularis¢ravel. Thisarose

from the Renaissanadesire to collect and distribusec hol ar s6 knowl edge to
world around thenbetter This, they argued, should be done by standardisingrextidodizng

the process dinowledgegatheringand its dispersal in an effad control its quality and
accuracyThis Ars apodemicdthe art of travel), as it was called, spawned a number of important
manuals intended to describe what and how travellers should describe what they saw. The most
important of these waBheodorZ wi nger 6 s 1 SVithodys apodemigdethod ofn
travel).Works such as this were influentiadethodizing travel and its ensuing repofiteey

tried to make travel an art, like a dance, with very precise steps and tEsgsntially Stag|

argues that ethnologies and travel reports were not carelessly written; many followed the
expected tropes and techniques established by humanist scholars in an attempt to both improve
and factualize this literatur@o dothis, standards werereatedand the practice of travel was

codified.

All of these approaches have some merit. The writings of men like Vespucci do have an
orientalist drift to them in that they are conceived out of domir@am&n though they describe
t he | ands of sdinilaionstamptoachwRighdasrcargatilale with that of Stay|
has value, too, for describing the exotic in terms of familiar categories was an important way of
making the strange comprehensible to readers, and examples can be found in both Las Casas and
the works of those men with whom he takes issue. Accordingly, | will draw to some extent on

both these approachdsit they will not be the focus, nor the sole methods | will be utilizing.

" Justin StaglA History of Curiosity: The Theory of Travel 155800(London: Routledge, 1995): 52,
58 and70-81.
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Thesis

In 1572, the Jesuit Bartolomé Hernandez wrote a lettefaitosv ecclesiastic, Juan de Ovando
a member of the Council of the Indiéslere, Hernandez questioned the sincerity of the

conversions of many I ndigenous peoples. AAs r

the majority are only Christian in name and exterea¢conies, and inwardly
they have no notion of the matters of our faith; and, what is worse, they have no
affection for them, but they all do whatever they do simply in order to comply, or

out of fear of punishmerit

The letter is important, for reflects a broader suspicion about conversiot converts

Hernandez is clearly not interested in determining why native populations do not truly
understand the Christian faith or why they might fear punishment; rather, he blames them for
their ignorancendthe superficial state of their faithn Iberia, a region that had been home to
Christians, Jews and Muslims through the Middle Ages but had come to see religious diversity as
potentially subversiven the preceding centuryhis anxiety was deep sedtérom the

establishment of the Inquisitiodewish converts to Christianity (salledconversoswere

treated with deep suspicion. Many were believed to be only Catholic inardynandwere

thoughtstill to be clinging secretly to aspects of their iwheritage As a result, these

supposedly superficial converts were treated with suspicion by the greater Catholic community,

for such crypteJudaismwas a threat tthe religious purity of the Empirg.

8Raf ael Diego Fern8ndez, fALa visita al CRenitae j 0 de |
chilena de historia del derechm. 22, vol. 1 (2010): 445.
° J. H. Elliott, Spain, Europe & The Wider World 15@800(London: Yale University Press, 2009): 199.
10 i
Ibid., 249.
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Because of this general distrust of the converemibas Cassturns to describe the
Indigenous peoples of the New Wontdhis Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies is
at pains to stress that their apparent unwillingness to take up Christianity was a result of the
actions of his fellow countrymeithe Indigenous peoples of the Spanish New World, he wrote
in his address to his meeddevisndgar®o nfaamblaé | §n
Yet through their brutality through their savage slaughter of so many of these placid p&oples
theconquistadoresvere undermining the spread of the faith, and, in the process causing an
fiinfinite nunstert ofb e ufmmaens ppaotudhed to HEYN | in t
Because they know little of evangelization and sometimes even actively stand in its way, the

conquistadoresause the loss of many potential Christéams the great detriment of the faith.

But Las Casas goes further. He argues that the wayptiggiistadoresreat Indigenous
peoples goes agairtsie veryessencef theencomiendaystemin which theencomenderaas
able to harness the labour of his workers in exchange for protectidharidstruction in the
Christian faith*? But for Las Casashe systenhad becoma pretext to abusas it effectivéy
permitted theencomenderow overwork the local inhabitants to dealthesei wi ¢ k eod hmee n ,
laments, wer@almost all of thenpig-ignorantd a n d  yweré putinrhclkayge d6f these poor

soufs. o

Not only hadthe encomiendaystembeen subverted so that it didt bringpotential
souls to the Catholic faith, babnquistadoresftendirectly interfered with evangelization

efforts In the kingdom of Yucatamhere the inhabitanfseemed the fittest to hear the word of

1L as Casas., 6.
12 Alba-Koch, 1045.
13 Las Casas, 24.



12

Godo™ for instancel.as Casas records how a grougieé Franciscansncludinghis friend,

Jacobo de Tastemtempted a mission. They found the peoplegwery receptive tthe faith

and the promise of one God, especially once hagl/been reassured that no outsiders would

come to them, and no violena®uld ensueThe people even acceptech e mi ssi onari es¢
that theyburn their old idols. Howeveshortly after they had completed this woBganish

Abr i gand3heydeamaneédthaetite people bugols they had stolen from other nearby

villagesin exchange for slaveand threatenedolence.The effect of this interference was

calamitous fothe mission, Las Casas notes. Intimidating the locals, the brigands refused to

leave Consequently, the fragile bond of trust that the Franciscans had been nurturing was

broken, as the woultde converts felt betrayed by the missionaries. Because théyebad

unable to keep theonquistadoreaway, the Franciscans feared tthegt people of Yucatamight

retaliate against them, and so they had little choice but to abandon the rission

For Las Casas, this and other examples showed that navéisie that the Indigenous
wereunreceptive ounwilling to acceptChristianityd it was clear that the situation wastually
quite the oppositdt was theconquistadoresvho were the problem: they did not have a
sophisticated understanding of the faith; they abtiseid duties agncomendergsand they
interfered violentlywith missionefforts,underminingthe conversion of the local populatsim
this, the Indigenousqoples were blameless. Indeedl.as Casasade clear in hiShort
Accounithe Indigenous peoples were, in fact, eager and receptive to Chrisfiacitgating an
atmosphere of distrust and fear, tomquistadore8 act i ons wer e hGonddéesr i ng

kingdom.

¥ bid., 71.
5 Ibid., 7579.
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In sum, there existed a debate over whether or not the inhabitants of the New World were
receptive to Christianity and could be converted. Not only this, but the Jesuit Bartolomé
Hernandez echoed concerns that his fellow Spaniards held over demsiisosNamely,could
they be trusted? Or would the converted Indigenous peoples be converts in name only? Amidst
this suspicion and doubt, Bartolomé de Las Casas gave his answenulgbe successfully
converted, but the Spanish themselves were hindering any efforts made in evangelisation

missions.

A

Given this context, wi | | argue that Las Casasd6 text

straightforward narrative of eventsis not an attempt to dominate the landscape; nor is it an
attempt to explain it to Spanish readers in terms that would have been familiar tR#tben, it

was constructed arounch@ore subtlestrategic goal. That is to sdyas Casasees the

Indigenous peoplesf the New World as souls to be won for the greater glory of giodl his

text is constructed rhetorically in such a way as to convince his readers of thiofaxplore

thisr eadi ng of ,Lwvalsotlkesamisirg whether or not the claiorsdescriptions

in hisShort Accounare trueornet f or t hi s i s i nciltsteadtiwll t o t
focusonL a s Cchaisna and descriptionassessingow they are being presented and how

they align with his goal of convincing his resad that the Indigenous peoples are capable of

being converted without force.

| arguethat Las Casas crafted tBlort Accounin a specific manner which suited his
causeto demanchumane treatment for the Indigenous inhabitants of the New \Wodd to
bring them to the Christian fahsomething which he believed Spain neglected. To do this, he

used an array of discursive strategies including geography, environmental determinism,

he

(
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constructions of civility, natural law, and the tools of formal rhetariméke an argument that

urges the Spanish to place the values of evangelisation over profit and exploitation.
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CHAPTERIII

GARDENS AND GOLD

Of that islandthe general character was wikllown and observed, that there
was in it no gold nor any metal, although for the rest it was a very paradise and

to be regarded as more thandybl

Theclergyman Andrés Bernaldez had never actually visited Jawaiea he wrote these words

in his History of the Catholic Sovereigrshortly before his death in 153 Respite this, his

description of the island fsill of praise noting thatt is more precious than any gold or any

other precious metal. Althoudie was never destined to @bt ontheislands s hor es, he
on the accounts of men who hddesancludedChristopher Columbus and Dr. Diego Alvarez
Chancathe latterof whomhad beempart oftheGe n o e s e M8&drexpedéionBemaldez

was not the only one who praised the beauty of the New Wadded, many had very positive

things to say about the exotic landscapes and the new resources they Btferithe land was

so intrinsically beautiful, if it was so valuabBlea veryparads i n Ber n ®lhavaeld 6 s wor
this perception inform European understandings of these lands? How did they situate them

within venerable discourses about the world and its creation? Going fuidiaedith the way

theywrote about the placaffect the wayhey understood the inhabitants of these newly

discovered regionsRuropeans tended to accept if not always articulate directly a fundamental

relationship between places and their inhabitants. Thus, in order to und&mwstapdan

! Cecil JaneSelectDocuments lllustrating the Four Voyages of Columbus: Volurf8utrey: Ashgate
Publishing Limited, 2010): 128.

2 Bernaldez wrote his work at some point before 1513. However, it was not published until 1856. See Jane,
cxlvi, exlix andcl.
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perceptions of peoples,ig important to begin by addressing contemporary understandings of

the places that were proper to them.

This chapter, then, will examirtbese questions througime writings of various European
authors and exploreri will analysethe way they framede New Worldn the context of
contemporary geographical theory, and the implications this process had for understanding the
nature and char act erltwlthenttungo ekamigg howml@sCagaodealt! at i
with the same issues, and th#etient treatment he gave to landscape on the basis of his

evangelsing concerns.

Los jardines

In the summer of 1498, after the discovery of Trinidad, Columbus reached the Paria Peninsula on

the coast of VenezuelAccording to the admiraits shores were so lovely and filled with fruit
thathereferred to them gardines(gardens}.In the subsequent years, many other Europeans

detailed the beauty of the lands dhdabundance of natural produitet grew there. @neof

these commodities wefamiliar to European observerstherswereentirely new. The Italian

navigator Amerigo Vespucci was also one such person. In hisléfi8addressed to Lorenzo

Pietro di Medici, he asserted that although there existed many ugly beasts and pebgles in t

New World, the lands were beautiful and fertNéany treeshe continuedgrow toa huge size
without even being cultivated. Of these trees
beneficial to the human body; some indeed do not, and noffriite r e ar e | i*ke t hos:

Fruits and pretty beaches are not all tihedrestedhese men, howevet.was importahto note

% Flint, 1589.
*Vespucci, 5ands.
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t he New Wor | dotesassess the extera to whechvies hatbitablefor this was

useful information sought kiyne Crown

However the novelty of these very regionsften wore off for European observers
quickly. Indeedafter an initial period in which they claimed to be confounded with awe at the
beauty of the landscapeadits apparent fertility, theew and uigue landscapes of these regions
were assimilated into a European fradneerived either from scripture or classical natural
philosophy that made it comprehensible and meaningf fashion similar to that described
by Michael RyanIntentionally or not,tis was a process which saw Europeans erase the

newnesshe New Worldby assimilatingit into the explanatory frames of tHald.>

After naturalising their initial wonder at what they saw in the New World, what remained
for European observers wadirm interestint h e r eegpurcesthese wereisuallyprecious
met als and |jewel s. Il ndeed, Vespucci made cert
abundance of goldd and that t he®Thisinteestinpeopl e
thematerial things oNew Worldcan also be found n  Co | u mb. Wghéan gcquisitiva a |
eye, henoted anytime he reached a region which possessed weladtther thabe it interms of
gold, pearls, or jewels. Indeed, during the conquest and settlefridispaniola, Columbus
reportedly fAéinquired first for @Thisisbecausd, f or
like many othersvho were to follow the course he plotted C o | umaiminteyeStvas to find

gold for himself but also his Spanish sovereigns.

® Elliott, 196-7. See also Ryapassim

®Vespucci, 8.

" J. B. ThacherChristopher Columbus, His Life, His Works, His Remains \(bdletv York, 1903), p. 195
quoted in Flint, 203.



18

The Spanish claimed that their expeditions had a double purpose: they were to search fo
gold and bolster commerce, but they were &smnvert any local peopléHowever,
Columbusand Vespcci, like many othersvho came after thenguickly lost interest in the
spiritual side of their missionseenngly more interested in the prospects of weditt the
region might affordthem Thi s mad hunt for gol dmearthht ot her
any timethey weregfound,admirals, captains and others thoughtas worth notingn their
journals, letters and diaries. The prospect of stumbling on enormous gold mirfes mase

attractivethan noting the gardeike beaches or the variousiits.

This view of the landscapeseeing it only in terms of the possible veins of gold that
might lie hidden beneath its surfécéed to atrocitiegperpetratecgainst the Indigenous people
who inhabited the landBut in adesperatattempt to put a stop toificruel slaughter, the
Franciscan friar Marcos de Ninded to appeal to the greed of the Spaimshis 1546letterto
the bishop of Mexico, Juan de Zumarraganseless slaughter, he argued, could actually lose

them accesotgold. As he writes:

[the] local people have told me that there is a great deal more gold still hidden
away than they have to date revealed, and that they have refused to hand it over to
the Spanish and will continue to refuse to do so for as longegste unjustly

treated in this cruel fashion, preferring, indeed, to take the secret to the grave, as

have so many before theth.

This paints a grim picture of the exteatwhichthe hunt for gold in the New World had reached.

8 Alba-Koch, 923.
° Flint, 2024.
10 as Casas, 11014.



19

The friarbds pleas ended up unheeded. l nste
their descriptionsand testimoniesf the New Worldvould go on to popularize the imagethe
regionas being bountiful in wealth and opportunilly their accounts, iwas a landscape to be
used and exploitéda placewhere Spaniards could travel to make their fortunes. The fleets
arriving from the New World weighed down with silver and the accounts written by travellers
who described the immense wealth of gwhiting to be found only furthered this image and
encouraged more Spaniards to search for their formmése new continent: Thus, tales of
thesgardinesfilled with gold and precious metals filled Spain with the image of beautiful
islands drippinginjewelsargio | d and f ur tsdielyecendmicSnpeeest in thesel s 0
placesWith their mercantilist eyéocused only on thehings that they might exploit for profit, it

was as if they could not see the people who inhabited the land.

Potential Paradise

By contrast].as Casas showedconsistent nt er est i n the New Worl dos
to offer.He often remarked upon the wonderfully fertile soils, healthy climates and the densely
populated regions of places like Yucatan, Guatemala and Hispamdcountless other€. As

for the attractiveness of the regions he discusses, Las Casas gives only praise. In reference to
Nicaraguafor instanceh e s a )il wouldhb& impoSsible to express in words the beauty and
fertility “oécriptibns like thesagefomneaf maralipsis a devicaused in rhetoric

involving the strategicuse of omissiomo emphasise a poifit By omitting specific detailabout

the beauty and fertility of Nicaragua, and by essentially admitting that words do not exist to

" Elliott, 132.

12| as Casas, 20, 61-2 and 71.

2 pid., 37.

14 [Cicero], Rhetorica ad Herenniuntrans Harry Caplan (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard, 1954), IV.27.37. p.
321.
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describe thesproperly, Las Casas is amplifying its beauty and fertility through his sil&hice.

doing so, he is l|letting Rty l#enatlyd mdescebablen ow t ha
and thus leaving itth i s r ienagth&iongodconjure up a mental image of a land beyond
descriptionindeed, for Las Casas, such was the indescribable beauty of the New World that he

believedthatoseeifis houl d surely have been a oy and a

Another technique thatLas Cagss®s 0 enhance the reader6s unc
vastness andeautyof these regions is compariswna way similar to that described by Ryan
By comparing these newly discovered and conquered lands to those that would already be
familiar to his European audience, Las Casas is able to bringatheseiseforeign regions to
lifed making the exotic familiar to a degrg@n occasion, the author doessthy relying on the
bible. Since it was tis bookthat strongly shaped European understarstifigheir world?” it
was only natural for Las Casasuseit andto draw fromthe tropes and metaphors it provided
For him, thenPuerto Rico and Jamaieserefi | ands f | owi ng .OfiTHsan mi | k an
allusion to Exodus 3.8, arnd the promised lantb whichthe Israelites would be led by Moses
once he freed them from EgyPtin a sense, Las Casas is suggesting that these islands are
analogous to thpromisa land a place full of untoldeauty teeming with bounty and

resources, and opportunitge from oppression

While biblical tropes and allusions are useful to him in an effort to convey the wonder of
the landscape to his Christian readership, more afisrCasasompares the New World to the

Old. This is to say, hdescrilesthe Americas in European terms. For example, when describing

> Richard RaiswellfiAuthenticating Demon Possession in the Age of The New Empiricism: The Case of
Witches of Warboy® Intellectual History RevieyForthcoming2019)

16| as Casas, 52.

" Flint, 15.

18| as Casas, 26.

9 See also Exodus 3.17.
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the kingdom of Marién in Hispaniola, henetehat it was fAa rich region
although a good deal n®fertile and far better suited to human habitaéfSThus, he is

providing his readers with a set of familiar referents allowing them to see the place in terms with
which they were familiar: it is. European countrgxcept thatt even larger and bettsuited for

people and cropst is Portugad but more so and better.

He does much the same when he tries to explain the size of these regions to his readers,
f or méasue Stllemrelative toEuropean cities and kingdoms. For example, to help his
readerpr operly i magine the size..asfwelawelsead, he not e
stretched for a distance as great as that which separates Valladolid frond#R@meender the
size of Cuba easier to imagine, Las Casas uses the distance between a northern Spanish city and
Rome as a familiar method @heasuremeri.By doing this, he is able to make the image of the
New World far more vivid for his audience, manygdiom would have never stepped foot in the
newly discovered continent. Las Casas is thus brinthi@gegiorto life through a European
contexd he makes the exotic familiar to those who had never travelled to the region and who

likely did not aspire to deo.

Withered Gardens

Where therevereboth beauty and resources, for Las Casas, therala@sotential.The
Yucatan for instance, he argued, wiad he best suited by Nature to
and citiesd® This is just a single example. Fomhiit was a landscape much of which had

almost unlimitedootential for settlementUnfortunately, according to Las Casas, this potential

was being squandered lbpnquistadoresCuba, the island which stretched the same distasice

20| as Casas, 20.
2 |bid., 27.
2 |pid., 71.
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from Valladolid to Rome, and which had plentiful resourcesveasdensdy populatedwas

transformed by the arrival of tleenquistadoresindeed, as Las Casas puts it, the carnage
inflicted by the Spaniards repobuédtiedét he i s
transformed, as it has b é&aMnatwas ontem lamaigand ast, b

filled with potential became barren after the continuous slaughter and destrudhietaot.

Here, though, Las Casas does not fall back on the tools of formal rhetoric to make his
point. He brings forward a documetite signed testimongf the Franciscan friar Marcos de
Niza. He uses thi® point not just to the destruction wrought by teaqustadoresout to show
how the devastatiowould be counterproductive to the Spanish Crown and Empire. Indeed, Fray
Marcosmade a similar point in 153femarkng that the destruction of Peru by Francisco Pizarro

and his fellowconquistadoresvas a huge los$ and that

theway the Spanish have behaved has been an offence to God and a disservice to
the Crown; the Treasury has been defrauded and, in my opinion, it will be a long
and a costly business to recover for the Crown this territory which could easily

have provided sfitient food to support the entire population of Sgain.

According to both clergymen, potential resources were being wasted, money stolen, and no
benefit to god nor the Crowmas being achieved. In fact, Las Casas himself estimated that over
one millionCastilianshad been embezzled bgnquistadoreswith only around three thousand

reaching the Crowff The author thus wants his readers to understand what he perceived to be a

2 |bid., 27 and 30.

24 |bid., 107 and 110.
% |bid., 114.

2 |pid., 34.
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weighty and wasteful predicametite New World wa®eing plundered and its potéait

destroyedas a result of Spanigreed

Terrestrial Paradise

For Las Casas, thergrffrom realising the Spanish desire that their expeditremdd benefit the
crown, affording the nation new resources and commercial opportunities, the plundering of the
conquistadoresvas actually achieving much the opposite. Not only was their disinterest in the
Indigenous peoples counterproductive, but their greed and avarice pvagngghe Christian
monarchs ofvhat should rightfully belonghem. But for him their actions also raised a more

profound theological problestemming from biblical geography

According to Genesis 2, after the act of creation, God placed Adam and teeegarden
of Eden. I n this terrestrial paradise, God pl
and good for foodo (Genesis 2.9). Through it
to other regions outside the garden (Genedi8 25). YetAdam and Eve were cast aftEden
aspuni shment for di s?0Thisstoryisgnpartant forst provadedma n d .
Europeans with a sense of the geography and hydrography of the world as it had originally been
designed by God. The fouversd generally identified as the Tigris, Euphrates, Ganges and
Niled were still visible on the face of the world. Moreover, Eden was never destroyed. Thus, it
made sense fanany mapmaker® includethe garderontheir mapsven thougtvarious

theologiangdebated over its exact placement on earth.

27 Genesis 3.224.
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Figure 1:Psalter world map. London, c.
1265.This map of the world, oriented to
the east has Asia at the top, Africa in the
lower right quadrant and Europe in the
lower left. The Garden of Eden is
depicted by a cartouche which shows
Adam and Eve separated by a tree.
Double circles around them sigriaé

fact that Eden is now inaccessible. The
rivers of paradise flow out from 3£,

While there was general agreement based on Genesis 2.8 that God had placed Eden somewhere
in the east, Columbus thought that that was precisely where he hadRgiled.2 shows a
world map that was part of a nautical chart owned by Columbus. It is oriented towards the north

but clearly shows paradise as located off the eastern coast of Cathay (i.e. China).

2 Alessandro ScafiVlaps of ParadiséChicago: Univ. Press, 2013), fig. 45, p. 71.
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Figure2. This world map was part afnautical chart associated with ColumBiis.

To some significant extent, Columbusds voyage
of the location of the terrestrial paradise, for it could be argued that it begbund in the New
World. Indeed ocating it ona previously unexplored continesiso conveniently helped why it

had not been found in Asia

2 Alessandro Scafilapping Paradise: A History of Heaven on Eaf@hicag: Univ. Press, 2006),
plate 14 (after p. 192).
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But there was more to this identification that just wishful thinkingdgscriptions of the
New World were extremely similar to those of thedgar. Indeed, according to the mythtloé
sixth-centurySt. Brendan, which would have been well known at thediineeed, Columbus
ownedacopyt he t er r est rnjoplantep thereaithousitsflowess do tride
without itsfruit; and allthe stoneshereon werg@reciousgems 0 and A a fromteer f | ow
westtovardstheemt**Be cause of the similarity between t
and what he observed in what his map told him was the location of pat@alisembus was
convinced that he had found the terrestrial paradise amongst these Sldrdsas not alone in
this. Vespucci also believed that Aif the ter
that it is not f aTThigidestfiicaionwasfa problam,tfohittte®lewp ar t s . o
World was paradise, then surely it would be wholly inapprofiateworsé for people to

plunderit. It was, after all, made byog for the first two humans.

Las Casas seems certain that the terrestrial paradisbadaand in the New World.
Indeed, for him kingdoms like those of Naco and Honduras in Mexe@aradisiacaHe says
thattheywerédionce a veritable paradise on earth sup
el se i n *¥Tihese eavthly padisesphowever, did not last long after the arrival of
Hernan Cortés and ht®nquistadoreswho slaughtexdanddestroyedhesearea. After these
events, Las Casas sadly notes that M@nAone sees
melancholys pect acl e is enough YBysuggesting thattthe tefneatniad e s t

paradise could be found in the New World éimakit was being destroyed by the

¥Deni s 006 Bemdan@mause Brendan the Voyager in Story and Le@@nblin: Browne &
Nolan, 1893): 113

%L Flint, 168.

32 Vespucci, 9.

% as Casas, 55.

*Ibid., 55.
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conquistadores Las Casas I s supporting Fray Marcosb©o
disservice to both god and the Spanish Crdn.addition to this, he is appealing to his

Christian readef®utrage by insisting that the Spanish are not only destroying fertile lands filled

with potential but lands that could potentially be the teridgtaradise. By using terminology

such as fAveritabl e par adi sGhristianoutage attthe cateless as Ca

destruction of g o dd@dlevChristeraBuropgans.c ommi t t ed by

Climatic Theory

Famously, when Christopher Columbno®rmed Queen Isabella that the rainfall in the New
Worl d caused the trees in Hispaniola to have
where the trees are not firmly rooted, must produce men of little truthfulness and less

c o n s t *AWhatyas teant by this?

EssentiallyQu e en | s a b e lefleatdcentemporarny rotioasof climate and its
relationship to things. According to thiBmatic theory, thanature of alimatezoneaffecsthe
temperament of the peopléora and fauna thanhabit it3’ In its origins, this idea was classical.

It was articulated ithe works of authorsuchasHippocratesn hisfifth century BCAIrs,

Waters, PlacesandPtolemyof Alexandria in hissecondcenturyTetrabiblos The idea was

passed dowmto the medieval period thanksNuslim authors such as the elevegtntury

physician Avicenna whose works were translated into Latin in the later twelfth century, and then
in scholastic authors such as Albert the Greatldrmias Aquinad® According toHippocrates,

the basic complexion of a peoflehat is, the balance of the four humours proper people as

*|pid., 114.

% Fernandez de Oviedo cited in Antonello Geflie Dispute of the New Wor(Bittsburgh, Pa., 1973), p.
40 quoted in Elliott, 158.

3" Elliott, 201.

38 Anthony PagderiThe Fall of Natural Man: The American Indian and the Origins of Comparative
Ethnology,(Canbridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982): 137.
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a peoplé was a function of their environment. Just as blood, phlegm, melancholy and bile were
produced by the interaction of two pairs of contraiyiciple® hotness and cold, and moisture

and dryness so their proportions in the body were affected by the level of heat and moisture in
the environment. Thus, a people proper to a climate zone which was intrinsically hot and moist
would tend taa compl&ion that was fundamentalBanguine; similarly, those living somewhere
cold and dry would be melancholfeor similar reasons, treomplexion of a people would also

be affected by terrain and altitudéountainous regions being intrinsically caladuld pioduce
peoples with complexions that were melancholic pimégmatic; valleys which would trap heat
would produce peoples of the opposite charaétetolemyexpanded upon this Hippocratic

sense of the relationship between people and climate by adding@agsal dimension to it.
Dividing the inhabited world into four quarters (northwestern, southeastern, northeastern, and
southwesternheclaimed thatach of these quadrarsrrespondd to particular astrological

signs. In this way, he argued, it was possiblégtermine the characteristics of the people who

inhabited thent®

These ideas were best known in the Renaissance through the wAkksersinaand his
commentators in the medi@ universities.n hisCanon of Medicinghe borrowed the sense of
the humours from Hippocrates directly, noting not just the affect of the two pairs of contraries on
the humoral balance of peoples, but theireffedt u mans é heal t hbasslod t emper
their race, climate, geographical location or atmosplere very real sense, the complexion of a
people as a people must be in sympathy with the nature of the climate of a region, for it is

informed by the actions of heating and dryiRgr the Musm physician, this is more than just a

39 Clarence J. Glackefiraces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient
Times to the End of the Eighteenth Cent(Bgrkeley: University of California Press, 1997): 86.
40 1
Ibid., 1123.
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curiosity, for he compareSlavs and HindusBoth of these peopldmve very different

temperamentas a result ofhe climate that has nurtured them. But, he argtiesewere to

placea Hindu in the climatéhathas create&lavs the Hindu will certainly fall ill and perhaps

even die because the Hinduds compl exThasp i s no
accordi ng itseems that thevarows jnhalitants of the earth have received a

temperme nt appropri ate f d'Basedoethese tgachings,iEorapeaasr c | i m
could predetermine or reaffirm the characteristics of the Indigenous people of the Americas

based on their environment, just as Queen Isabella had done when she weedifiothe

shallowrooted trees and excessive rains of the New World.

Whatthenwas to be said of the Indigenous peoples based artithata (climate) and
physical environmeftTheclimataof Central and South America would be considered hot and
moistaccording to climatic theory. Thuagcording to Hippocrates, peoples who inhabited hot
regions that are stifling and have more hot winds than eoéftenfibroad,fleshy, and dark
haired 0 rafeB/ and enduranced h e dlamemot bymatwespaof their character, but the
i mposition of | aw c a*hWhatism@rastng tohdecheneisthat i f i ci al

Hi ppocr at ecsircidedcloselgwitiotiseiplsysical descriptioiespucci gavef the

5t

Indigenous peopldreflecting upon their pgon,her e mar ked t hat t-buwty had

bodiesé they are colored by the “luaddiionfhey hav

“1 Avicenna,Canon of Medicingtranslated by Oskar Cameron Gruiiidew York: AMS Press Inc., 1973):
58-60.

“2 HippocratesYolume I:Airs Waters Placedranslated by W. H.S. Jon@@ambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2004): XXIV, 135.

*3Vespucc;j 5.



30

where the land is fertile, wellat er e d , and moi st farticulatedj nhabi t a

moist, lazy,and generally cowardly in charactéf.

In this, classical conceptions of climate and its relationship to peoples tended to work to
reinforceEuropeas 6ften poor opinions of the Indigenous of the New Wdtdlde example of
this is Padre Luis Lopez, whoeci med t he f ol l owing: AThe skies
main vices in every kind of people bord® in it
Thus, Lopez is using climatic theory bathexplain and accuse the Indigenous peopleseasfeh

sins. This theory would aldaterbe used to justify coercive labour systems, including the

slavery of theencomiendaystem*®

Las Casas would have been fully awar¢has form of environmental determinisamd
how it was being used in regard to the framing of the Indigenous inhabitants of the New World.
As a resultthroughout hisShort Accounthe is rather careful in how he describesdimata of
the various provinces and kingdonrsdeed, although hesists on the fertility of the fields, he
does not discuss its heat nor its moistlnstead, Las Casas focuses om dality of the
climate. For example, when describiregions likethe province of Nicaragua and the kingdom
of Yucatan he refers to thdiealthy climaté’ Thus, Las Casas does not attempt to refute
climatic theory, but rather he attepimats to tw
and by extension its peopieHe does thidy omitting certain details and focusing on the
positive onesHis discourseon climatic theory is not very in depth in I88ort Account

however,and this iamost likely due to its brief nature. Rather, it is his lengthier work the

“Hippocrates, XXIV, 137.

** Elliott, 202.

“®Ibid., 202.

" See, for exampld,as Casas, 21, 3hd71andpassim
“® Elliott, 201.
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Apologetic History of the Indigas which Las Casas is able to focusthis topic In it heargues

that theclimataof swch places as Hispaniola wedeal for developing the human mifitonce

again twisting climatic theory in favour of the New Wollld doing so, Las Casas is refuting any
claims thatspecificallyuse climatic theory as a justification for the mistreatment or enslavement

of the Indigenous inhabitants of this newly discovered continent.

In sum,while other accounts of the New World focused solelyhenmaterial wealth that
it offered, Las Casasmaarked upon its loss through the destruction of these lands. Relying upon
concepts such as the existence and placement of the terrestrial paradise as well as climatic
theory, he offers his readers an alternative understanding of the New World. By dé#tailing
destruction of various kingdoms, while also stating these could have very well been the fabled
terrestrial paradise, Las Casas is looking for his readers to determine this destruction as
unacceptable from both a practical and moral standpssnfior climatic theory, Las Casas
understood how it was being used to debase the local inhabitants and justify their mistreatment.
Thus, he flipped the thedtys om gsdread by focusing on the positagpects of the New
Worl ddés cl i mat e, ngamydustifigatioesoftmesineatmentof thte éndigenous

peoples.

“9Pagden, 13D.
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CHAPTERIV
INDIGENOUSLAMBS, SPANISHWOLVES

Nor are they so undmgly as one perchance might imagjrior, inasmuch as they
are plumptheir ugliness is the less apparembich indeed is for the most part

concealed by the excellence of their bodily structure.

Thisis the way in whictAmerigo Vespuccdescribed the Indigenous women he encountered in

the New World. At firsglance it might seenlike a strangenixture of both compliments and

insults the women are ugdy although not quite as ugly as one might expdmiit are physically

well proportioned. But his description is not a straightforward set of observations, for Vespucci
was tailoring his rhetoric to readers pigabsed to an unfavourable image of Indigenous women,
people who thought they knew t hatBuswhedd wo men

Vespucci think that his readers would expect Indigenous women to be ugly?

This chapter turns to examine htve Indgenouspeoplesof the Americasverewritten
about and describett looks at the image and pperceptiongshatEuropeans in general but the
Spanish in particular had ofdigenougpeoplesof the New Worldlt will analyse and compare
general descriptionsf these people written for a European audiefoea significant degree, the
way Europeans viewed Indigengusoplewas a function of how they saw the place of these
people within the context o &lsoéamditesspectseftheé i on .
debates aboudhelegal statu®f Indigenous peopleand by extensiod conceptions of their

idealrelationship with SpanistonquistadoresTo do this,| will consider thewritings of various

YVespucci, 7.
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Spaniardsaindotherexplorers examininghow they spoke aboainddescribed the local

inhabitants they came acrogs order to get a sense of the interpretative frame that conditioned
their perceptiondn particular, | will discuss how Las Casas reworked common rhetorical tropes
thatworked to denigrate Indigenous peoples in the minds of those who read works about the
New World.Afterwards,l will considerthe very different approadtas Casasdopted when

dealng with the subject oindigenous peoplesooking at his sense of theirimanity and its

implications for notions of servility and natural rights.

Before we consider how various Spaniards wrote about the Indigenous peoples of the New
World, we must first contextualize them to understand their vigsiter As previously

mentioned, théible informed much of the European understanding of the world. According to
Genesisall menaredescended from Adaand Evevia thethreesons of Noateachof whom

was responsible for populating ookthe three continentshe children of Japhet populated
Europe those of Shem populatédia, andthe children of Ham populate&frica.? Thus, the

idea of a fourthpreviouslyunknown continenposed significant problemis discoveryraised
guestionsaaboutwhether or not itvasinhabitable add if it wasd the relationship between these

peopleanddoahds sons.

As difficult as these questions were, more profoundly, the locafitre New Worldalso
challenged received wisdom, faruch of it was belowhat many mapmakers deemedthe

habitable and passable zone of the globe.

2 Genesis 10.32. See also Flint, 9 &3d
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Figure 3 A zonalstyle map from 1528 depicting the frigid and temperate
zones of the north and south separated by the burning zone situated between
the topics of Cancer and Capricotn.

FollowingMa c r o b i u s écentugy@rrtHedream pf fScipipthey saw the world as

divided into five zones defined by their relationship to the sun. To the extreme north and south

were two frigid zoneDepri ved of the sunds hewt for the w
permanently frozen and uninhabitable. Howetlee regions between the Tropic of Cancer and

the Tropic of Capricorn saw the sun directly overhead for the entireAaatdingly, this
Aburningo or Atorrid zoneod was uG@Gonsedquentlyjallabl e
life was confined to two temperate zoéesne to the north and one to the south, nestled between

the torrid zone and their respive frozen zaes (see figure)3Not only was the burning zone

uninhabitable, Macrobius had argued that it was impassHils, wherthe Spanish found

¥ Macrobius.In Somnium Scipionis: eXiceronis VI Libro De repblica Eruditissima ExplanatigVenice,
1528), n.p.
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creaturesot just living but thriving in what should be the burnzane, doubtsibouttheir

human statusrere companded later coming tdoe used as an excuse for their enslaverthent.

Given the challenges their very existence posed for both biblically grounded
anthropology and traditional cosmography as suggested by the Maanmudgiga mundimap of
the world) the Indigenous of the New Wonlderein a peculiar positionlncertain of their
status as humans, the Spanisteadgradel different Indigenous groupsccording taheir
perceived level of barbarism or civilitBorrowing from humanist conceptions @fcsilar
developmentto most sixteentitentury Spanisthinkers it was th& Christianity andadvanced
civility that separated them from the average inhabitant of the New Winitbed, they argued,
it was wholly possibletg r a d e a civpitg maget! @aidEortant markers such as the length
of theirhai®d ormor e i mportantl| y t heThdstateaofheihdressfor, t hei r me

rather, undreswas also a telling marker

Despite thigigradingo however, théndigenous peoples ofédhAmericasvere often

lumped together nt o0 a si nigdiare 0c MosggoiSpyaniiar dn~anywer e not

* Elliott, 201-2.

According to J o aOmniersgenBumenordg®nahs cudtdngd af all peop)es
humanityds mor al and civil devel opment occurred in sta
happy with their Il ot, living from the fruits of the tr
with one or more wives and thsrwe et chi |l dren. 6 However, after a while,

Competition with each other for resources, groups came together for mutual defense, dividing territory between

them, while erecting fortresses and fences. In these commutiitgsquickly found the need to regulate behaviour

and to develop laws. Quickly, as a result, cannibalism, rape, murder and incest with children fell away. Responsible

now for a large growing community of people but confined to a circumscribed aread obémple began to apply

reason and practice settled agriculture. They build buildings and the society prospers. At this point, though Satan
intervenes, introducing idolatry and the society becomes debased and corrupted. Though steeped in anachronism,
Boemus 6s text was one of the more widely read works of g
between 1535 and 1620. It was translated into five different vernaculars, including Spanish. See \Baenars,

lawes, and customes of all nat®) collected out of the best writers by loannes Boemus Aubanus, a Dutcbdvian

and trans. Edward Aston (London, 1611), AAuthords Pref
Rai swell, AMedieval Geogr aKatdlgoffFacond me i Age EnfghEsphl| €Coat iex
Renaissance Medievalispesd. Konrad Eisenbichler (Toront6RRS Publication2009): 249285 on 249252.
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regional, cultural, ethniar linguistic differencesvithin this homogenisedroup® This

di sregard for differ an dig bicanyerailareoghatalescrioed byi ous
Said But this binary is not just oppositional; it is hierarchical, too, fptates the Spanish

aboveall Indigenous peopl@sthe former see themselves as Christian and éwgilkuch, by

attempting taunderstand the people of the New World through thedm@inshared and
traditionalEuropearknowledge thefiindian® are immediately at a disadvantagais is

becausehere isnot onlyadebate ovetheir humanity they are clearly to Spanish eyés

inferior in terms of civility and morality.

Man, or ManEater?

The reportsaboutthe Indigenoupeople of the New Worldould at times beather conflicting

even when theoriginated from the samauthor AsRyannotesCol umbus 6 | etters a
remarkable for how little they mention the native pedplad yet, despite this, he |t al i and s
descriptions areontradictory According toColumbuswriting in his travel journal during the

1490sthe people of Cuhdike otherNew Worldpeopleswere gentle and milcelsewhere,

though, he claimed thétiey were without law and simple like savafés thissenseit seems

Indigenous people cannot win for losing: for every positive attribute attributed té theah as

gertlenes$ they are tagged with an array of negative ones, subhseEnesandinferiority.

But | oaded terms | i ke HfAsavadokodingiSaihgtdb y t hei r
those who encountered them, the barbarousness of Indigenous peoples only served to accentuate
the assumed ficivilityo of their European obse

Col umbusds descri pt i on-sefertial Thasdniemphasiaingisesep e op |l e s

® Elliott, 154and198-200.
"Ryan, 519.
8 Flint, 136and206.
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peoplesdlack of civility, remarkng upon their lawlessness, their lack of clothing, and the long
hair worn by their menColumbus is alssilently highlight Spanish sophisticatid.o be sure,
Columbusdoes mention their skicolour, noting thatvhile some were pal& others like those

in the more western and hottetandswere darkef* But these observations apéno great
consequence to hinthis is most likely becausgpanishethnographic discourses tended to stress
right religion anddegres of civility overskin colourascritical markes for diagnosing

difference™® As such Columbus turns thepparentack of civility in Indigenous populatiorand
associatedhferiority into an implicit assertion of Spanish civility, and, by extensenationale

for Spanistdominance

This process can perhaps be most clearly seen through his descriptierTafno of the
CaribbeanFor him, theTainoare cowardly and lacking in the knowledge of veard so best
nfitted to be ruled and to be set to work, to
necessarg* Thus, to Columbus, these people mayiimed and ignorantbuttheir low level of
civility means that they ought to be dominated by the more advanced society. Of course, this was
a wholly selfserving argument, for it implied that they could be madeetwefit the Crown
through their physical labodéira situation made doubbesirableby virtue of the fact that
because they hat knowledge of wathey would likewise havao knowledge of uprisings or
revolts.Interestingly enough, however, despite this franiiitpin the context of discourses of
inferiority and servitudeColumbus supposedinsisted that the people$the islands and the
mainlanddid possess some level of rationality and acute intelligdocé t hey al |l ar e pl

and are greatly delighted to learn newthiigsand t hat can only arise f

% |bid., 136and144.

%1bid., 144.

"bid., 152.

12 EJliott, 200.

13C. JaneThe Journal of Christopher Columb(lsondon, 1960), 10102 quoted irFlint, 189.
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mi n*dSopalthough Columbus sees these people as stikagsddevoid ofcivility, fit only

to serve the Crown through toil asbservienthe also seems to acknowledge their capabilities

and intelligenceHowever, this may simply be an acknowledgment of ttegaability to
understand commerce on Col anwfihe wdigenows peoplestT hi s r

entirely clear andhighlights once again the seemingly dhbcting nature of his accounts

While Columbus emphasized both what he sathasaultsandthe usefulness of the
local inhabitantsmen like Vespucci and Dr. Chanca were far less forgivmgisletterto the
Medici family entitledMundus NovugNew World)published in 1503Vespucciacknowledge
that Spanish sailors had good relations with the local inhabitants and were received by them in a
very brotherlyfashion®® Vespuccialso notes their agility in physical pursuits as well as their
gentle and kind natur®espite thishe is most critical ofheir appearance arnle manner in
which they live Like Columbus, Vespucci notes their nudity, their long blackdhaommon for
both women and ménandm e nféacsl piercingsand plugswvhich hedescribea s i é s o
unwonted and monstrod® As for theirconduct the author has a long list pfacticesvhich he
ascribes tahe Indigenous peoples, anghich bring into question their civility and humanity
theylack governmentthey do not have ehurch and theypractice polygamy, divorce, and
incestHe ¢l aims that the women are fdAvery | ibidin¢
Spanish sailors. As for the men, unlike Columbus who claimed that many knew nothing of war,
Vespucci assertguite the contrarytheywage warcruellya n d A a-I e kfdy igiatisetr

practiceto cannibaliz the vanquishedi’ By describing their lack of structurgmblitical, religious

14 Jane, 154.
5 Vespucci, 4.
18 bid., 5.

7 bid., 6-7.
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and moralnstitutions,Vespucci is informindnis readerthat they are devoidf civility and right

religion. On the hierarchy of civilization, they rank Emeath the average Catholic European.

But Vespucci goes further, fbe frames them as less than hupsamcethey are
cannibalsThe trope of cannibalism when used to denote the relatnlgycof outsiders goes
back toGreek mythologyThe practice is condemned explicitly in the Old Testartténtthe
high Middle Ages, the notion was drawn uponGiyistian encyclopaedisis their descriptions
of the world and the peoples proper to egagion and it features prominently as a marker of the
dangers of the exotic in the enormously popular mid fourtesstkuryTravelsattributed to the
English knight, Sir John Mandevillé By theendof the fifteenth century, it had become
somewhat of anbsession for Europeans and&ae commonplace in the study and accounts of
exotic peoplesand landS.ol umbusdé own accounts showw®d his <c
the topic pervadehis writing and made him interested in peoples like the Gamitribals*
Indeed, Vespucci wadrawing upon this venerable discourse about cannibatigns Mundus
Novus But for him, cannibalism denoted more than a strange and distasteful custom: it was a
marker that New World people wdess than humarThis was an ument that Pliny the Elder
made in hidHistoria naturalis(Natural history at the end of the first century. For Pliny, the
eating of human flestvasa habitassociated witsome types oivild beast That nature had

implanted this custom in some populations meant that they were fundamentally anidnalistic

18 See Micah 3.31.

¥ The Travels of Sir John Mandevijlkeans. C.W.R.D. Moseley (laondsworth Penguin 1983), p.
127,127 and 187. Though it is based on some contemporary travelbgedsavelss a fiction. There was no
knight named John Mandeville, and the text seems to come from the Low Countries and not England. The date of
theext 6s composition is wunclear with some scholars favol
clear if the text was originally written in French or Latin. Nevertheless, it was perceived as a genuine travelogue into
the early seventedntentury.

2 Flint, 54and141.
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so could not be said to be properly hurfiafs Valerie Flinthas argued, by the later fifteenth
century, Pl'inydos worlki waasryw oft amndwardulptairtatéd
Columbus and VesHistoriagdti h& nfeaovr éi dydsopy has sur
annotated i n ?¥Byaccusidgttiem af caprsbalibtiaen, ¥espucds

cont r i but thananisatiorof the dutsided ®r men who ate other mesre never

thoughtt o b e q u # Theshdiramadthesedpeople as both monstrous and-likash

terms oftheir appearances but also their condAsta resulthe deniedthemeventheir

humanity.

As for Dr. Chanca, the physician who accompanied Columibadetter to the city of
Sevillewhich was printed in the miglixteenth centuryhe recounted his experierscen the
admiral 6s $'lesays ery littte phowg the peoples of Hispanioléhe letter. But
what he does say jgstenoughto give hisreadera sense ahis opinionaboutthe local
inhabitantswhich is entirely negativéJnlike Columbus, he does not seem to belibee
Indigenous people of the islahdve any inkling of knowledge arspark ointelligence.This is
clear, he says, frotmeirabandoned homeshichwer e fiiso degraded that th
intelligence enough t o ZXlaterkhepmises thacrafimhnshipef i n  wh
their stone hatchets and ax&®the does not linkhe ingenuity underlying the construction of
these toolgo any form of intelligencdn fact,in thevery same paragraph, after mentioning that

they eat beasts of the ground, such as snakes and spideoachelesthai i t seems t o me

their degradation is gr eat®®foDrtChanaa, Indigeacus of any

21 Pliny the ElderNatural History, trans. H. Rackham (Loeb, 1942), VII:2.18.
*2Flint, 68.

2 pagden, 8Q.

24 Jane, 20 and cxliiicxliv.

*® |pid., 52.

?® |bid., 6870.
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people are unintelligent creatudepeoplewho are not only less than human lmwer everthan

beass on the hierarchy of créan.

In contrasto these both conflicting ardecidedlynegativeaccounts of the Indigenous
peoples of the New World, Las Casa®es them in a more positikght. Unlike Columbus,
Vespucci and Changthe clericdoes notlwell on their appearancele remarks on it
occasionallymentioningit only if particular peopleare handsonge as he does, for instance,
with like the people of Florid4' Instead he tends téocus on thenature of their societynd the
character and good qualitieéthe peoplesPolitically, he is at pains to describrligenous
lands as kingdomsnentioning several times their kings, lords, aadiqueqi.e. Indigenous
leadersy® For him, the people he is describing do not live like brute beastricturelesserds;
theyhavediscernibleforms ofgovernment and sophisticateteadershigstructure Las Casas
also highlights their intelligence and describes regions like the Kingdom of Xaragué in
Hispaniola as being culturally and linguistically refiffédefuting the claim®f men like
Vespuccilnsteadhe refers tanany ofthem as being meek, gentle, docietuous,and

generous’ stating that

theindigenous peoples of the New World are by nature extremely generous and,
in their rush to provide the Spanish with more than they need, often hand over

everything they possess.

This does not sounike the unintelligent and savage peoples described by the others. This is

deliberateof courseforLas CasasO0 cause would gain nothing

%" Las Casas, 103.

8 See, for exampld,as Casas, 7, 194, 105 126andpassim
¥ Las Casas, 222.

%0 bid., 45, 86 and 116.

*bid., 87.
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unkind or inhumanindeed he never once refers to the Indigenous peoples asloeastvage
like. Instead heinsists on their humanitylhis is a point that | will develop further the section

entittedHumanitas

That said, Las Casas does describe an instance of cannibalism. This is an isolated
instancefor it occurredduringa timeof absolute desperation in the province of Nicaragsa
he points outthe conquistadoretiad taken for themselved the crops grown by the local
people As a resulttherest of the populatiowas leftto starve to deathin their desperation, at
the reight of the famine some mothers killed and ate their childfréas Casaslaims that
betweerntwentyandthirty thousangeople died as a result starvation His point is quite
different to that of Vespucci. He is not claiming that cannibalisaanemal practiceamong
Indigenous peoples. Rather, it was a consequaindesperatiod the result o famine that was

createdby thecallous indifference ofonquistadores

Las Casass also very careful in his use of language.adeids such terms as
fibarbarous or fisavageé when referring to the Indigenous populatiés he appreciateduch
terms were used t o whchwasmarkad bptbeir [adk efEdopean c i vi | i
religion or way of life** Thus, & one might expect, Las Casas framexitidigenous peoples as

civilized and goodly peopée people whare thefellow-men of Europeany

Familiar Framing

As Ryan argueda common tactiin describingfiexotia peoples is to frame them in a way that is

familiar to European audiencesid which would resonate with thefirhis is whyEuropean

*Ibid., 39.
% pagden, 24.
34Las Casas, 103.
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authors often usetthe rhetoricaltool of comparisori® By locating Indigenous people against a
type that would have been more familiar to readers, authors hoped that these strange peoples

would immealiately become comprehensible.

Thiswas certainlythe case when the Spanish attempted to dedtrbecal peoples of
the New WorldFrequently, for instance, authors comptiie Indigenous peoples to thoors
that is,to Muslims of the Iberian Peninsulim his letters to King Charles,¥or exampleHernan
Cortésoften comparsthe peoples of Mexico thloors referiing to Mexican warriors aperros
rabiosos(i.e. mad dogs In this, he is appropriating language and imaiyas/n from the
Reconquistaluring which Christian knights fought agaitis¢ Moors.*® Bartolomé Hernadez
did much the same in the letter mentioned in the previous section. In this, he stated explicitly that
Indigenous peopleserefi f or t h é likathe Moorp &f Granadé’ In so doing both
authorsare endeavouring folace tleseotherwise new peopgaento a familiar contexthat makes
sense td&curopearreadersSpanish readers in particular thoutfiey knew about Moors, and so
this wasa context thatranslated the foreign exotic into the wikiownimage ofthewarrior

infidel.

Althoughthese writergast Indigenous peoples into a frame that rendbed
ostensiblyfamiliar, the frame into which they were put was aqiositive one.ndeed, as the
sixteenthcenturyprogressed, the image of the Indigenous populatiadgheir prospects of
fimprovemend became increasingly negati¥This becomes evident when we consi@enrtés,
who was writing at the end of the 1510s and the beginning of the 1520s, and Hernandez, who

wrote in 1572. While botbomparedhe Indigenoupeopleto Moors,Cortéswas to a certain

% Ryan, 523.
3 Elliott, 153.
37 Ibid., 199.
38 |bid., 199.



44

degreejmpressed with the Mexican people, comparing thegipes to mosque$.Hernandez,

on the other hanayasnone too pleased with the Indigenous populations and their lack of

affection for the Christianfaith | ament i ng t hat: Al nwardl vy,

our faitho and ofly@hastaninhaené*maj ori ty are

In contrast to this, Las Casas refrains from comparing the local populations to the
Muslims of EuropeTheonly reference he mak#és Muslims in hisShort Accounis in
comparing the violence of tewnquistadoreso that of theDttomanEmpire*! This is a
deliberatechoice As he was aware, were he to link Indigenous peoples to Moors, he would

create a distinctly negative image of them in the minds of Spanish readers. But in linking

conquistadorefstead to the Turks, he is associating his countrymen with tropes of Ottoman

t hey

barbarism. This is a significant turn, for in exploiting the image of Turkish cruelty, not only is he

insulating the Indigenous peoples from the negative associations pojslenityed to Moors

and other Muslims, but he is casting them as analogous petipdesof Eastern Europeho

were actively resisting Ottoman advanoesler Suleiman the Magnificeatjust the time he was

writing.

Insteadto create a more favourahbhaage of Indigenous peoples in the minds of his
readers, Las Casagns to thebible. While the bible has little directly to say about the
geography of the worlds we have seeitwas the first and most important source to which

Europeans turnet understand the world around théhand by extension, the people inTib

readers of the Old Testament, in particular, the story of the construction and collapse of the

Tower of Babel and that ™ o a h 6 helpeal to kxplaifn u ma n linguigtié and cultural

3 Ibid., 194.

% |bid., 199.

41| as Casas, 43.
“2Flint, 15.
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diversity. Moreover, becaudbese biblical stories were described as being played out on the

world stagé rather than just on a regional b&sithey must have explanatory value as mich

the New World ain the Old** Indeed, ashe historianAnthory Pagderarguesn the

introduction toA Short AccountLas Casafrequently draws upothe language of the gospels to

describe the native peoples. He does this by focusing on their natural innocence and purity,

drawing similarities betweethe desertwelling peoples of th®ld Testamentwho were

ignorantof greed and worldly powéf Indeed, Las Casdsames thisgnoranceof matters of the
worldinachildl i ke manner by explaining that nAthey ar
tohar bouring thoughts of retributi &©Buthelyesn ar e b
further, for healso uses imagery of not just thidle but of religious lifeto descrile the character

of the local populationndeedhe refers to the peoplebfi s pani ol aéass behaving
honourably as might the inmates of a welh monasterg® Thus, Las Casadrawsfrom the

bible and monastic life to place the Indigenous peoples in a familiar religious context for his

European audiencene which harbours roostility.

Humanitas

In contrast to his contemporaries, Las Casas had stressed the ability of Indigenous peoples to
comprehend and accept Christianity. For him, this was an extension of their fundamental
humanity But if the peoples of the New World wetdly humar® and not bestidé then they

had a legal status and rights as vassaiseoSpanish Empire.

Authors such athe Augustinian philosopher Alonso de la Vera Gatguedhat the

natives of the Americas were by nature defedtiveany areasespecially when compared to the

3 Elliott, 196.

4| as Casas, xl.
S |bid., 23.
“|bid., 23.



46

average Spaniafd This decidedly sel§erving view allowedhe Spanisho abuse these people,

leaingon Ari stotl eds doctrine of n#Acoordmdto sl avery
Aristotlein hisPolitcsianyone who, though human, bel ongs |
another is by nature a slave; and a human being belongs to another if, in spite of being human, he

is a possessiadt® Thus slaves are indeed human, but despiténthisanity they are posssiors
andthusdifferent fromfree merBut Ar i stotl e goes further, dist
sl aves o0 f r omSlavedbywlavwe I argues, dreathosedaken captive in war, for
fiwhatever is taken i n who r'ghedsappsperybydvarhed bel o
finds controversial, and he counsels against waging war entirely for the sake of acquiring slaves.
Natural slaves are a different matter. Theyfateh os e per sons who exhi bit
difference ashere is between soul and body or between man anddtasese are people

intended by nature to be slaves. Thuss best for natural slaves to bebjectednto slavery for

it is natural for men to rule over them and to be put to work. The situataralogous, Aristotle

argues, to the taming of a wild animal. Properly subjeaeamed formerly wild animaan be

put to use by offering bodily hef§ Aristotle also held the view that natural slaves would

naturally be built differently from theiuperiors, as he explains:

" Elliott, 199.

*®bid., 198.

“9 Aristotle, Politics: Book | and Iledited by Trevor J. Saunders, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995): 1254a 1437.

*%|pid., 1255a 510.

*! |bid., 1254b 1618.

*2Ibid., 1254b 2426.
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natureb6s purpose [is] to make the bodies t
the latter strong enough to be used for essentials, the former erect and useless for

that kind ofwork butfit for the life of a citizerr®

Columbus was silently drawing on these argumesisn he stated thatdigenougpeoplewere

fit to be ruledfor they could be put to woror their wouldbe masters a way that would be

beneficial to them*Vespucci t 0o, seems t oonteptioneofstaaenyinmind st ot |
when heremarledupon the physical prowess of the Indigenous.Mdteir physical strength

was a sign that they were fit to Beatural slavesand by extensiod subjecting them to

servility would only do them good.

Las Casadjowever, denounced and fought against such .idaderied the idea that
Indigenous peoplesereasubhuman species nat ur e 6 s Indaedherstatéshastiea v e s .
peoples of the New World weEeu r o p e a n s 6.0 ffiEaehl of themy 0 ro@mtmuedwas
flas free a%forgomeartme, Empireods claim to |legiti.i
Americasthey were in facvassalf the Spanish Empirén this, he was echoing the views of
theearly sixteentkicentury SpanistheologianFrancisco de Vitoriavho asserted th@imaking
waronthe Indianswas | i ke maki ng war o ndInstressingthatabi t ant s

Spaniards and Indigenous amessalof the samé&ingdomandsoshould be as equally free as

eachother, Las Casas veamaking a powerful argumeritt was an important counterpoint to his

%3 |bid., 1254b 2730.
* Flint, 189.

> Vespucci, 5.

% | as Casas, xxviii.
% |bid., 103.

%8 |bid., 41.

* pagden, 33.
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contemporaries who fell back on Artheslhruwat | e 6s ¢

treatment of New World peoples.

But L a scritique alsoxliabenged contemporary conceptions of barbarism and
ethnic inferiority. Ultimately, such views can be traced back to classical Roman and Greek
commentators, although these were often refracted through the lens ahsdiegal
reworkings ofthe conceptvhich resituated them in the context of the Christianity and sacred
history.Essentially, those whwere norChristian and who did not conduct their lives in a
seemingly European mandewho were not citizensf gpparentlyficivilizedo statesd were
deemednferior or barbaricand thus savad&Indeed, as Aristotle noted, the state was a pivotal
and natural element of humangayn d s o A[ w] however joshasnogeadp abl e
to[be]..part of a state; so°Vespuctciseesstdhaviebeen a beas't
following this line of thinking when he remarked upon Indigenous peoilalels of government
and societal structureshis is significant, for in drawing attention to thetftitat these people
lack a state, he is further strengthening his case that thegas#ike, and, by extension,
naturally set out to be slav&ThatLas Casas insistgpon the membership of Indigenous
groupsin the Spanistkingdomatthe same level as any other Spaniarile derying the fact
thatthey lack astate,is a direct challenge tihe classicdy groundedargumens thatothers, like

Vespucciwere using to denigrate them, aadffirm their beastliness.

He continuesby descibing with distaste thevay the Spanisharter and brand Indigenous

people makinghis countrymerseem mordike slavers rather than missionaries or exploters.

®W. R. Jones, fAThe | mage of CdmparaBve Btidesin Societyiamd Me di e
History Vol. 13, No. 4 (October 1971): 37, 383and393.

®1 Aristotle, 1253a 248.

%2\/espucci, 67.

% as Casas, 65, 101.
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OneimportantexampleLas Casagives is ofBeltran Nufio de Guzman canquistadorof New
Spain,whooncé bartered one mare against eighty | ocal
h u ma n ®Htés ac clear here whether this number is inflétesdmething which was not

uncommorin these sorts aklacione$ his point is toevoke a sense tiie magnitude of the

event™ As the classical rhetoriciaQuintilian arguedn his Institutio oratio some

embel |l i shment or exaggeration was acceptable
argument® Las Casas would have been familia wi t h Qui nt i | i armetoscalwor k a
techniqueof inflating numbers practiced by various other authors. In his casexdmspleand

other possibly exaggerated numbeuld have been intendédl conjure up a sense ofitrage

in his readersit thescale of theeonquistadoredcallousactions.Indeedt he put ati ve r ea
outrage is deservawt only because the Indigenopsoplewere vassals of Spain, but Las Casas
asserted, theywefenat ur al masters and dwskingdoma® Butn t hos.
he goes further,forrel so ci tes fAnatural, di vthanteeyhadnd Rom
theright to defend themselves and their lands from Spanish vioféie. letter to the friars of

his diocese of Chiappa, Mexidme remarkedhat he had sped8years studying lad including

Roman law Thus,hehad the expertise all upon its authorityo defend the rights of

Indigenous peopl® In sum, the authds stating that under evetype oflawd including natural

lawsd theinhabitants of the Americas are humans, nothauban slavesMoreover, they are

vassals of the Spanish throecordingly, there could beo legal ground$or their

enslavement.

® bid., 65.

%5 1bid., xxxi-xxxii.

% Quintilian, Institutio Oratio Volume 2translated by Harold E. Butler, (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1921): IV.2.35 and VIII.3.71.

®"Las Casas, 7.

®8pid., 70.

% Brian TierneyThe Idea of Natural Rights: Studies on Natural Rights, Natural Law and Church Law
11501625(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997): 276.
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Natural Rights

Furthermore, guating the Spanish and Indigeng@eoplein this manneé as equally free

members of the Empir@nd fellow med would have most likely been consideretkeffective

if controversial statementlndeed, many clerics and officiaté the New World would have

agreed with the philosopher Alonso de/lera Cruzwho described the Indigenopgoplein this

manner fiéeven the most outstanding of them, I f
deficient i A Toreguatg the Spanisheandinativedpeoples of the Americas as Las
Casas had wouldertainly spark debates, aslitl in 1550, two years before the publishing of the

Short AccountThis debate involved the author himself as well his most ardent rival Juan Ginés

de Sepulvedaa humanist and the chaplain to King Charles V of Siaim.p %21 vedads unpul
The Second Democrates; Or, The Just Causes of the War against the \wakamst the first to

question thénature of the Indigenougeople but itdid prompt a debate between himself and

Las Casaknown as the Valladolid debat#5501551) The Second Democratelsimed that

these people welldgtle men(homuncul) with hardly any humanity left within thenthat they

were piglike creatures with little to no cultur@hese were just a few of tdebasing
descriptionghatattempted to justify their enslavemédnither’* Dur i ng t he debat e,
primary argument relied on Ari st qaslprevinsslyt eac hi
mentionedstated that all barbarians were natural slaves; the Indigenous pewpléhus

naturally intended for slavery since they were evidently barbatiassCasas denied this claim

by relying on Thomas Aquinas6é comments on Ar.i
applied to many classes of peoples. Using this interppatdtas Casas stated that this category

could be placed oany cruel person, which includ#te Spanish because of their cruelties

O Elliott, 199.
" Las Casas, xxviikxx and xlii.
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towards the Indigenoyseople’® Thus, the Indigenous peoples were not the barbairiahss

situation and as a resylthere was no legal or natural justification for their enslavement, a stance
Las Casas kept while writing h&hort AccountThe debatdasted ayear butwas more of a

formality held before the Council of the Indiasd thus had no conclusion or outcoiBet once

it was finishedit was most likely what prompted Las Casas to printShert Accounjust a year
later”® The fact that Sepulveda was close to the king being his chaairelleasthe fact that

he was not the only person in court who held stietvs”* was certainly further encouragement

for its quick printing.
Rhetoric

Along with his insistencen their humanity, Las Casas algeessedhe innocence of the
Indigenousgpeopleof the New World. Indeed, this seems to be a dikatlengeo the

arguments ofmen likeSepulvedawho attempted to justify wars against these pedyilee

subtitle tohis Second Democrategasde justis belli causis apud Ind¢ise. on the just reasons

for war with the Indians Rather than maka casdor waragainst then, Las Casas stresses

insteadthat despite the way they had been treated, Indigenous peoptesiedn their

generosity and kindness towards the Spammgteed, rather than proving that the Spanish had

just cause to wage war againsttheandis, i f anyt hi ng, Las Casaso0s
Indians had just cause in waging war against the Spanish, for the generosity they displayed
towards the Europeans was tgneeturned. For example, he describes the situatiome

province of Guatena, where:

2 Tierney, 277.

3 Las Casas, xxviikxx and xlii.

" Indeed, after receiving the news that Bexond Democratémd been refused publishing, Septlveda
claimed that his book had previously fibepassiomaSewplasoved by
Casas, xXix.
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the natives saw that their deep humility, generosity and submissiveness did
nothing to soften the hearts of these ravening beasts, and that the Spaniards were

prepared to hack them to pietes for absol u

For Las Casas, Was the natives who had a right to retaliate against the Spanish for the violence

they inflicted upon them.Rerehas never been an instanbe insistswherelndigenous people

have retaliated without initial provocation from Europe@ds r o m t htke didcaverg of o f

the New World down to the pregai® For example, Las Casas recoutis tale of Hernan

Cort®s6 activities i n Newuistddosded tothe sladghitecdf accor d
3,000peoplein the Mexican city of Choluldt was this brutality thathen led to the infamous

Noche tristgliterally sad night but known asiThe Black Nighto), when Cortés had to flee the

city, during whichmany of his men were killed. Las Casas, however, shows the dead men no
pity, since the people of New Spain Ahad ever
have described that had been made on #féindeed, vien referring to native violercthe
clericinsiststhati a r e a s o n-mimdee maa willseef thati theiithe Indigenousivas a

defensive action and a just oif&

The effect of his argument is tlestroythe Spanisipretensef superioritywheretheories
like thatof naturalslavery placd them.Indeed, he is strippintpe Spanistof their self
proclaimed statuasChristian heresandgiving the lie to the notion that they are the wronged
victims of Indigenous violenc& hey are, quite clearlyhe unjustinstigatorsof violence All of
this he does to further the narrative that the Indigenous peoples are innocents and victims of

unwarrantedbuse andthat theyare justifiedin fighting back against theonquistadores

S Las Casas, 58.
% |bid., 126.

" Ibid., 45 and 522.
8 Ibid., 52.
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By insisting upon the humanity and the innoa@otthe Indigenous people throughout
his Short AccountLas Casas is thus able to make their treatment at the hands of the
conquistadoresll the more horrifying. He does this by both repelgtddfending their humanity
and innocence, but also by being incredibly detailed in his recounting of the atrocities they
suffer.One gruesome example he gives is of the people of the Kingdom of Guatehalm,
defend themselvedug pitswhich they filled with sharp staveandthen concealeth order to
kill Spaniards This was amttempt tdfight back against the violence and enslavement that had
befallen them since the Spanish arrivédwever, once theonquistadoresliscovered these pits,

theytook revenge upon the people

they decreed that all natives taken alive, of any station and of all ages, should
themselves be cast into the pits they had dug, and so it came to pass that all those
they captured pregnant women, mothers of newborn babes, chilaneinold

merd were thrown into these pits and impaled on the spikes. Thépitsfull

of their wretched victims, afforded a sorry spectacle, especially as they included

women with their children still clutched to their bredsts.

This description of the ipaling of the people of Guatemala offers an intensely vivid and
horrifying image for the reader. Thisdgliberate on the paof Las Casas. Indeed, he is
attempting to bring the reader into the role of eyewitness to the awful murders of the people
whom te defendsThis is not a technique of his own invention; rather, Las Casas tiedied
deviceof classicarhetoric referred tin the Greek aenargeiaand the Latirasevidentia(i.e.

evidentorto makeclegt Thi s devi ce was used to construct

9 Ibid., 58-60.
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t hi ngs *Byedbirgthis,the author is able to capture reality through precise and thorough
descriptions which makes the events seem real and by extension evident to th& teasder.

Casas would have been familiar wittis technique througlorks ofrhetoricby authors likethe

great Dutch humanist Desideriesasmus whose 1512 textboblk copiaexplained that
nfnéinstead of setting out t thecolsuslandsetituplikma bar e
picture ®*lon ldodkngats.os, the author would be able
reader a%FopEvasnsus, o leraplapidentiawas to employ vividnes his is clearly

whatLas Casas doingall through his account. Indeed, rather than simply tell his reader

stripped down prosthnat the people of Guatemala were impaled, he shows his reader the horrors

of such deaths through his vivid and detailed descriptias.Casas thus employedidentiain

his Short Accounto further his arguments that the Indigenous peoples of the New World were

innocents cruelly harmed and murdered in abhorrent ways loptiggiistadores

Conquistadores

While Las Casagoes to great lengths to defeimdligenougpeoplesas brutalised innocentseis
exceptionally harsin histreatmenof the Spanisiconquistadoreswhile he is careful to frame
the Indigenous as gentle and kind pedpbeoples whose naturally pacific nature makes them
receptive to the teachingsthie Christian faith Las Casaasserts quite bluntlghat the

conquistadores r e mer el y fipr et .8hNbiseygt, heemarks i hi€synopsis t i an s

®James A. T. Lancaster and Ri chaBvidendinihe Agedfthe HAEvi d
New Science®dited by James A. T. Lancaster and Richard Raisw8R, {New York: Springer International
Publishing, 2018): 4.

8 Lancaster and Raiswell, 6.

82 Desiderius Erasmu§ollected Works of Erasmus, Volume28 Literary and Educational Writings-1
2, edited by Craig R. Thompson, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014): 577.

& Erasmus, 577.

8 Las Casas, 12.
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that many of those involved with the conquest

thet erm and had become® so totally degenerate

That they werdaux-Christiars is clear from the waias Casas spardew detailsin his
description oflaughters and other atrocities commitigdhese men. One of the first examples
amongcountless otherss the slaughter committed in Hispanioltéere, againthe author uses
the tool ofevidentiato detail how theconquistadorestrung up the Indigenoyeopleof the
island and then burnt Athem adiournarethéthvelvet een at
Apostlesd®For Las Ca seadingtheaetadcouats af &rocities committed by putative
Christianswould have been shockinghe effect of this would be all the more jarring given that
one of tke primary differencg used talistinguishthe Spanishfrom theAmerican Indigenous
peoplewas t he for merdés Chr i st igronrce and barhadfy Thisv i | i ty
for theconquistadores$o act neither in a Christian nacivil manner towards peoples whom Las
Casagepeatedlydescribed as gentle and frienfiwould have beeappallingly surprisingo his

readers

However, the shock does not end there. To fuftesh out this picture of the
conquistadoresis immoralinhuman norCatholics, Las Casas draws on familiar comparisons
and suggestions. For example, he comptreSpanish who committed the slaughters in New
Spain to the Turks who attempted to destroy Christendom, stating that the actions of the former
werefar worse than those of thatter®®l ndeed, this would paint a vi

audiencefor Islam was viewed as an existential threat to Christenddtmoughthe

& Ibid., 3.

8 |bid., 15.

87 Elliott, 200-201.

8| as Casas, 45 and 110.
8 |bid., 43.
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Reconquistdnad come to an end in 1498e OttomanTurks were advancing intgastern

Europe While the threat at the gates of Vienna had been repelled in 1529, the Ottoman threat
continued to loom over Europlaterexplodng into athreeyear warbegunin 1570between the
Ottoman Empire and SpaiiThus,Las Casas was casting his fellow countrymen as equivalent
toChristianityo6s ol tdreasBy coanealing theosdquistadorepmtriofes ¢ a n t
emanating from European experience confronting Islam, Las Casas made clear their position in
termsoft he New Wor |l dds peoples i n alaw@agasitehaat was
similar strategyto depictthe German governor and conquistador of Venezudlam Las Casas

does not name and who was most likely Ambrosius Eingleéng that havasa heretic who

showed indications of Protestantism. By using the tatarano(Lutheran) to describe him, Las
Casas is stating that the man deviates from Catholic religious orthodoxy and is thus anfenemy

the true faitt?*

This method of hyperbole and comparison that he uses to descrimnthestadoress
once again a tool of rhetoric knownagumentum a contrariif.e. an argument made through
contrarie. Thi s t ool I's used to empparseansanc t he auth
contrasts. Las Casas would have been familiar with such a tool thanks to authors of rhetoric like
Quintilian,who spoke of the use of comparatives when dealingneittionships between lesser
and greater things. That is to say, the classieztbrician advocates juxtaposing contrary things
to increase the rhetorical force of a descriptfonhis is precisely whatas Casas idoingin his
description of theonquistadoresHe associates them witlurks and Lutherans, bttien

juxtaposes therwith the New Worldinhabitants these men came acraisshis way, the

% Alba-Koch, 90 and 104.
1L as Casas, 96, 98.
%2 Quintilian, V.10.8689.
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innocence of the Indigenous is heightened rhetorically when pitched agaimétuhean false
ChristianconquistadoresThe effect iiting and extremdn addition to thisLasCasas further
dehumanizes them by refusing to ever name them. While he differentiates the Indigenous
peopledethnicities and regiornia which they live he does not once refer to a Spaniard or
conquistadoiby name essentially stripping them of their humaentity. Thus, Las Casas
frames theconquistadoreand their actions a familiar Europeaoontextwhile also employing

rhetorial tools further tadenigratehem in themindsof his readers.

Greed

At various pointsl.as Casas emphasgthatthe conquistadoreslo not worship and do not fear

the Catholic god that theyeven worship a false god. Indeeidthiese men are like Turks and
Lutherans, botlexistentialenemies oCatholicism, then what god do they worship, if not the
Catholic one7o Las Caas,conquistadoretike Beltran Nufio de Guzman, who butchered many
in New Spain, went on a ff rPénderd, acabrdingucehsnt thef o r
conquistadoresvere more interested in pillaging gold and killing the Indigernmmaple than
converting them. Of thsetolengold, he states that perhaps oB§00 Castiliansreached royal
cofferseven thougmore than a milliorCastilianshad beerstolen® This he mentions on a few
occasions tdring to light European greddand to point out that thidesire for plunder did little

for the Spanish kingdom material terms, and did nothing in terms of advantiegkingdom of

god. Indeed, he warns readers of the wrath of god in response to crimes committed out of greed
and uss this to discourage such actions. He uses the exampkhipf which was lost at sea in

1502 whileenroutet o Spain carrying a fortune in gol d.

% Las Casas, 65 and 68.
% Ibid., 32 and 34.
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judgement on the great i nTAjofthisisteanprasizeami tted b
Spanish greed in the New Woild well as the little good it is accomplishing for the Spanish

Crown and the Empire as a wholéhis desire for material wealth distracted the Spdinesh

what Las Casas believed should be the prirgasitof their mission in the New World

conversion of the Indigenous peoples

Therealsoseems to be a dual purpaseghe waylLas Casas chose to frameddmen One could
argue that passionabeitrage towards the actions of the Spaniards the cause of such harsh
descriptions. This may b part undoubedy true, but we must not forget tHaas Casas wrote
the Short Accountvith a specific goalin mindnd asaresyt he account dés core f
both inform and convince the @er of something® As such, this framing of theonquistadores

in these very negative terrssto convincehis readershat they are the violent beasts aod t
reaffirm thatthe Indigenous peoples ateinnocentdeing unjustijtreated To accomplishthis,
Las Casas is using descriptions that previous writers and explorers had employed with the
Indigenouspeople such as Hernan Cortésho often compared the Aztecs and their temples to
Moors and mosqued However, Las Casas takes such comparisonsgpis them instead to
the Spanish in the Americabtus svitching therelatively popular narrativef his period Also,

by doing this, the author managedtahvill ainize the Spanisiwhile emphasiing the

| ndi genous peoplesd contrasting kindly and ju

% Ibid., 19-20.
% |bid., XXXi-XXXii.
" Elliott, 153.
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The second purpose of this framindgagrovethat these men do nsérve therimary
goal of the Spanish Catholic kingdom in the New World: the conversion and saving ofsouls.
Indeed, althoulg trade was an important factor, the initial and official purpose of the exploration
and conquering of the Americas was to spreadCtitgolic faith®® Thus, byframing the
Spaniardss fauxChristians whon mostarefi p-i g n o ¥°and whb are ruining the reputation
of JesuChristand Christianity®* Las Casas appeals to those who have an interest in the saving

of Indigenous souls to recognize ttenquistadredinefficacy in this mission.

In sum, by framing theonquistadore# the same hostile manner that others framed the
Indigenousgpeople Las Casas attemptsdonvince the readehatthe Spaniardsactions were
unjustified and unchristialike. In doing so, he is able to reinforce his message thaethgles
ofthe NewWordl ar e | i k e god laral thislhamars svito are €apable of

Christianity'

unlike theconquistadores’ h o had | ost dAéall fear of
sovereigm™® In addition, by noting the fact that these men were false Christians who
worshipped not th€atholic god but rathezarthlygoldd much of which had been embezzled or
stolen to the detriment of tt@rown'®s Las Casas highlights the fact that they are ineffedti

converting Indigenous souls, thus damning them tg'PRdindhinderingthe missionizing cause

% | as Casas, 32.

% Flint, 1834.

100) a5 Casas, 24.
101 1pid., 29.

102|pid., 65 and 101.
103pid., 42.

104pid., 68.

108 |pid., 101.
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CONCLUSION

Las Casas was writing during a period abale. This debateentred orwhether or not the
inhabitants of the New World could be convertehristianity, and if they converted, whether
or not they did so in sinceritizas Casas gave his answer to this delthéy could be

converte@ and if they seemed tack of sincerity thiswas due to the failure of the Spanish.
Indeed, facedvith the eality of the conquedtareality of slaughter and greed on the part of the
Spanisid Las Casas soughd condemn the actions of his countrymenhisShort Account of

the Destruction of the Indiebeset outto inform his European audience of the slaugbtéhe

|l ndi genous p e o pancthdfumanitya thosesbeidg slaughteked. Indeed, he
sought the humane treatment of the Indigenous peoples and the condemrigpianisii greed

To do this,Las Casas relied upon several tools and tropes.

Firstly, Las Casas focuses on the New World itdééf.details its beauty and seemingly
infinite resourceshowever, unlike previous accounts, he also remarks upon how these are being
wasted and destroyed. According to haonquistadoresre ravaging immense regions in search
of gold, and as a result, fertile regions which could feed all of Spain are being destroyed. To
further his point, Las Casas relies on the concept of terrestrial paradise. He does this by arguing
that the terrestrigiaradise could be found in the New World, thus making its destruction even
more outrageous to his Christian European audién@adition to this, Las Casas also uses

climatic theory to argue the fact that the New World offers a healthy and good chmate,

which produces good people and is a good envi
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Secondly, Las Casas focuses on the people of the New World. He denies any
dehumanising accusations made against them, including the act of cannibalism. While other
authorscompared them to Moors in order to frame them in a familiar méninethis casea
familiar enemy to their European audiences, Las Casas framed them in a biblical sense. He did
so by continually throughout h&hort Accounhighlighting their innocence, gdeness and
purity. As for their state as humansgs Casas denied such classic arguments that previous
accounts pulled from authors like Aristotle. Indeed, he denied that the Indigenous people were
natural slaves, stating instead that they were fellasgalsof the Spanish Empird.o further
these arguments, he also heavily relied upon classic concepts of rhetoric, sudemisaand
exaggerationBy using these weknown tools of rhetoric, Las Casas sought to strengthen both
his discourse and hdescriptionsHe also sought the use of comparison; by juxtaposing the
innocent Indigenous peoples with the greedgquistadoreswho consistently acted violently
and as though they were but false Christians, Las Casas reaffirms the humanity of tmeuisdige

inhabitants of the New World.

Finally, it is not important to us whether or not Las Casas was entirely truthful nor if he
succeeded in his quest to have Spain denounce its greed and focus on caring for and converting
its new vassals; what mattersu®is his intentions. Indeed,Short Account of the Destruction
of the Indiehas shown itself not to be a straightforward account of the history of the conquest
spanning from 1492 to 1552. Instead, it has shown itself sogpgesomely detailed account
with a purpose, that purpose being to convinc
i nhabitants as well as the plosdedd, i8at tDaeya P

Accounhas proved itself to be quite interesting
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Empire ceasgits 9ngle-minded pursuit ofor gold, and instead embrace a whole new people as

fellow Christians.
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