orld-changing.

‘Dazzling. Sweeping. Mind-aﬁér&{i@
tion contribution.’

- This is a once-in-a-gen

e

/- Jricd

|



AMERICA,
AMERICA




ALSO BY GREG GRANDIN

The End of the Myth
Kissinger’s Shadow
The Empire of Necessity
Fordlandia
Empire’s Workshop
The Last Colonial Massacre

The Blood of Guatemala

Copyrighted Material



n0~s

<0

7N

AMERICA,
AMERICA

A New History of the New World

Greg Grandin

2
Copyri?@i Material

orva



TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies
whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

Penguin Random House UK, One Embassy Gardens,
8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW

penguin.co.uk

Penguin
Random House
UK

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Torva
an imprint of Transworld Publishers
This edition published by arrangement with Penguin Press, an imprint of
Penguin Publishing Group, division of Penguin Random House LLC

001
Copyright © Greg Grandin 2025
The moral right of the author has been asserted

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with
reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize
for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the
appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity,

encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture.
Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual
property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means
without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to
continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced
in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.
In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House

expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

Designed by Alexis Farabaugh
Typeset by Jouve (UK), Milton Keynes
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland,
Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBNs:
9781911709909 hb
9781911709916 tpb

Penguin Random House is committed to a sustainable future
for our business, our readers and our planet. This book is made
from Forest Stewardship Council® certified paper.

CopyrifNted miaterial

Paper | Supporting
responsible forestry

E‘w!scorg FSC® C018179




For Eleanor and Manu, and for Diane, much missed

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material



“I can see America seated on liberty’s throne, wielding justice’s
scepter, crowned with glory, revealing to the Old World the

majesty of the New.”

SIMON BOLIVAR, 1819

“Can we, the Republics of the New World, help the Old World
to avert the catastrophe which impends? Yes, I am confident
that we can. . . . We offer hope for peace and a more abundant

life to the peoples of the whole world.”

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, 1936
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INTRODUCTION

On the Utility of Magpies

he traveler sat silently in Quaker meetings for hours during the day

and visited brothels at night. In Philadelphia, he watched a raucous

crowd welcome the arrival of George Washington, with men, women,
and children as ecstatic as if “the redeemer had entered Jerusalem.” General
Washington, the Venezuelan Francisco de Miranda wrote in his journal,
was magnificent in his bearing and grace. He embodied virtue, and focused
all the New World’s desires for independence into a single flame—a flame,
Miranda said, that belonged to all America.'

Miranda, as a colonel in the Royal Spanish Army, had already fought on
the side of the North American rebel colonists during the bloody siege of
Pensacola. He would later go on to defend the French Revolution and lead
one of Spanish America’s first independence movements. Now, in the mid-
dle of 1783, he was beginning a yearlong tour of the new United States. Mi-
randa wanted to see how the world’s first modern republic fared. He spoke
with tradesmen, farmers, and Revolutionary War veterans. In New York’s
Hudson Valley, he waxed lyrical about the sweet “grasses of the field” and
mistakenly assumed the Catskills were North America’s highest point. He
dined in gentry estates even as he noticed much hardship amid the

wealth. Many of New York:’blayﬁ]@rm%imefﬁém%{p couldn’t afford shoes,

while the well-off, men and women alike, adorned themselves with silks,
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perfumes, pomades, and powders. The money spent on such “vanity,” he
noted, would cover a year’s interest on the new country’s war debt. New
York’s politicians and preachers professed abolition, Miranda noted, yet
slavery still existed in the state. “The number of Negroes is large.”

In Boston, he was introduced to Phillis Wheatley, a formerly enslaved
West African woman who had won her freedom and became a celebrated
poet only to die penniless. Miranda cited Wheatley as proof that all hu-
mans, regardless of color or sex, were rational beings. Miranda’s family in
Caracas owned slaves, as did Miranda himself. They lugged around his fa-
mous library, many bundles of papers and an ever growing number of books.
While in Philadelphia, he purchased the indenture of a Scottish boy who
had arrived in port on a ship carrying over three hundred shackled Africans.
But Miranda would soon embrace the abolitionist cause, as part of a broader
belief that all the subjugated peoples of the Americas should be liberated,
including Native Americans. When the New World was finally free, Mi-
randa suggested, it might be called Columbia, with the English-language #
instead of the Spanish o (as in Colombia), a spelling he picked up from
Wheatley’s ode to Washington: “Celestial choir! enthron’d in realms of
light, Columbia’s scenes of glorious toils I write.”

The Venezuelan thought both Native Americans and women were more
oppressed in the new English-speaking republic than in colonial Spanish
America. In the United States, the wives of revolutionary leaders were forced
into a “monastic seclusion, and such submission to their husbands as I have
never seen.” Boston’s General John Sullivan, who gained fame pacifying the
British-allied Iroquois, kept “his wife and numerous children completely
segregated from society and without giving the latter formal education.” Mi-
randa, his journal pages full of detailed sexual encounters, was appalled
when a Shelter Island parson refused to baptize a baby conceived prior to
wedlock.?

In New Haven, Yale’s president, Ezra Stiles, gave him a tour of the uni-
versity. Miranda sat in on a Hebrew lesson, which he enjoyed, and was
pleased that Optics and Algebra were taught “simply and naturally.” He was
shocked, though, that@]@ep%'{tfm@dom:%H%Fnodern—language instruc-

tion, a bad omen for educating modern citizens, thought Miranda (who
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spoke English, French, and Italian, and read Greek and Latin). Nor was he
impressed by Yale’s library: “nothing special.” He read Cotton Mather’s his-
tory of New England as “curious evidence of fanaticism.” And kept himself
busy in Sunday New England with a pack of playing cards and flute prac-
tice, which violated strict Sabbath restrictions. No kite flying either. Stiles,
in his own journal, called Miranda a “flaming son of liberty.™

Miranda took in the full variety of the new republic. He was welcomed
everywhere he went, though he was often mistakenly introduced as a Mexi-
can. Most men were polite but also, he thought, “unsocial,” or huraio, that
is, aloof and disinterested in the wider world.

Some of the people he met did ask questions about Spain’s American
empire. Others proved stubbornly ignorant. In Providence, Miranda visited
the estate of Esek Hopkins, who had commanded the rebel navy during the
Revolution. Miranda made mention of Mexico City and was surprised to
hear Commodore Hopkins respond by saying that there was no such place.
A century earlier, New England Puritans had been entranced by Mexico
City, the command center of New World popery, with its wide cobbled
streets, many horses, and fine carriages. Now, when Miranda tried to cor-
rect Hopkins, the Commodore refused to believe him. “Very vulgar,” Mi-
randa wrote in his journal of the encounter. He found most of the university
presidents he met to be equally provincial and pedantic.

Miranda admired the United States, its dynamism, and early steam
power. He liked the psalm singing of Methodists and the organ playing of
Episcopalians but was taken aback at how strictly religious most people
were. He thought river baptisms absurd, that they indicated a stubborn
literal-mindedness. There was too much pulpit “braying” of hatred directed
at Jews, Catholics, and Muslims. Miranda singled out one parson for praise,
James “Redemption” Murray, who preached that there was no such thing as
damnation. “Salvation was universal,” Murray said, which Miranda found
refreshing compared to Catholic and Protestant brimstone.

Miranda was catching the first notes of the Second Great Awakening, a
religious revival movement that went in many directions. There was the

harshness Miranda critici@épngﬂlﬂ%a Rassien for political reform, for

making the United States a vital, healthy, democratic, and energetic nation.
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He was repulsed by the return of Cotton-Matherism, but compelled by the
energy, by the expectation, the scent of something new on the morning
wind. And he shared with many of the leading figures in the Awakening the
conviction that America, which for him meant all of America, was history’s
redeemer.’

One gets a sense from Miranda’s diary that he hoped the new United
States would overcome the problems he recorded: poverty, slavery, the sub-
ordination of women, a tendency toward antisociability, and an occasional
flash of unflattering self-regard. The diary also makes clear that Miranda

wasn’t sure that it could.

South America will be to North America,” declared the North American Re-
view early in the 1800s, “what Asia and Africa are to Europe.”

Not quite.

Europe’s liberal capitalist powers—Great Britain, France, and the
Netherlands—would rule over culturally and religiously distinct peoples in
Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. British travelers to India made much of
the impenetrability of Hinduism, with its jumble of noises, colors, deities.
“There is no dignity,” said E. M. Forster after entering a temple to witness a
celebration of the birth of Krishna, “no taste,” in what Indians call ritual.
Only chaos. Forster was overcome by India’s mulligatawny metaphysics, the
barrage of chants, ecstatic dancing, and indecipherable music. “I am very
much muddled in my own mind about it,” he wrote. Forster worked the
experience into his novel A Passage to India, writing that nothing the wor-
shippers did seemed “dramatically correct” to the non-Hindu observer. It
was, he thought, a jumble, a “frustration of reason and form.””

There was no frustration, not of reason nor form, when English and
Spanish Europeans, Protestants and Catholics, engaged with one another in
the New World. Miranda saw the differences separating Boston and Cara-
cas society, but they didn’t muddle his mind. An indifferent Catholic, he
didn’t like Protestant braying. But as a Christian, he understood the theol-
ogy of the brayer.  copyrighted Material

The republican insurgents who broke from Great Britain defined their
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system of liberties against what became known as the Black Legend, a com-
pound of negative stereotypes that held the Catholic Spanish Empire to be
especially cruel and corrupt. The Legend, though, was legible, emerging
from Europe’s political rivalries and religious schisms, its scientific revolu-
tions, renaissances, and enlightenments.

When on one Sunday in 1774, future presidents George Washington and
John Adams wandered into Philadelphia’s new Catholic Cathedral, they ap-
preciated the priest’s sermon on the duty of parents to care for the spiritual
and temporal well-being of their children. Adams, though, in a letter posted
to his wife, Abigail, said that he was dismayed at the servility of the con-
gregants, as they fingered their beads, crossed themselves with holy water,
and chanted Latin incantations. A painting of “our Savior” in his “agonies,”
blood streaming from his wounds, appalled him. So did the Church’s do-
minion over the senses: “Everything which can lay hold of the eye, ear, and
imagination”—organ music, Latin prayers, stained glass, velvet and gold
cloth covering the pulpit, the lace of priests” vestments, candles, crucifixes,
and statues of the saints—combine to “bewitch the simple and ignorant.” “I
wonder how,” he wrote to Abigail, “Luther ever broke the spell.”

The freethinker Adams’s contempt for Catholic superstition mirrored the
freethinker Miranda’s for Protestant fanaticism, and later, when Adams
searched for some way to describe Francisco Miranda’s revolutionary enthu-
siasms, he reached for a satire that all literate people in the Americas, of a
certain class, had read, either in its original Spanish or its many English
translation editions: Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote. The Venezuelan,
Adams said, was “as delirious as his immortal countryman, the ancient hero
of La Mancha.”

There was an intimacy to such disdain, with both disdainer and dis-
dained living in the same ideological village, sharing the same Savior, the
same republican patois, reading each other’s books. Adams might have
thought Miranda, and other Spanish Americans of his generation, foolish.
But they were not inscrutable. They were not the incomprehensibles Forster
found in Krishna’s temple. American insurgents, whether they spoke En-

glish or Spanish, inheritedeéeﬁ%:f@)ﬁf%(aq gssitmpigns related to the domi-

nance of Christianity and the fight against monarchism. They were mostly
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all republicans. Some were loosely deists, in one fashion or another, and
most were Freemasons, some more anticlerical than others. And they all
believed that the right to govern required the consent of the governed, even
if that consent needed to be overseen by a caste of elites schooled in the vir-
tues of civic republicanism.

The men who would topple the Spanish Empire in the Americas felt they
had a kindred spirit with their English-speaking counterparts. They looked
to the North American revolution for inspiration, hoping that once Spain
was thrown off they might replicate its system of liberties, representative
government, and equality under the law. In any case, they shared a faith in
the redeeming power of the New World, that America was more an ideal
than a place.

Simén Bolivar and Thomas Jefferson could at times sound as if they had
fallen into a cataleptic trance as they prophesized the future. “It is impossible
not to look forward to distant times,” Jefferson wrote, when the United States
will “cover the whole Northern, if not the Southern continent with a people
speaking the same language, governed in similar forms.” Bolivar imagined
himself flying “across the years” to a moment when America had united the
world under a system of rational laws, with the Isthmus of Panama a planetary
capital, binding north and south, linking east and west. Greece and Rome had
its laws and philosophies, but, really, asked Bolivar, what was “the Isthmus of
Corinth compared with that of Panama?” Miranda conspired with Alexan-
der Hamilton to liberate all South America, believing their escapades would
“save the whole world, which is oscillating on the brink of an abyss.”

And yet. When Jefferson and Adams used the word America, they were
referring to the United States. When Bolivar, Miranda, and other
Spanish American republicans used the word America, they meant all the
Americas. “Our dear Country America, from the North to the South,” Mi-

randa wrote Hamilton.

Who is an American? And what is America? These questions go back a long

way. “I that am an An@{jﬁ}[}r”l @ﬁ{r@gwg?&]\/{ather in the early 1700s.

In 1821, the radical Catholic priest Servando Teresa de Mier—born in north-
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ern Mexico to a family that traced its lineage back centuries to the first
dukes of Granada—also thought himself an American. Having escaped the
dungeons of the Inquisition, Mier had set up a printing house in Philadel-
phia to publish books banned by Spain. He complained, in a letter he sent
to a revolutionary compatriot, about the way English speakers used the word
America. There were two problems, actually. The first was the constant
equation of Spanish American with South America. Mier was tired of point-
ing out to his English-speaking acquaintances that Nor#h America was also
Spanish America—that there were more Spanish speakers in Mexico (which
at that point ran well into what is today the United States’ Southwest) than
in all South America."”

The second problem was that each European empire used the word
America to refer only to their colonial or former colonial possessions. Great
Britain called the United States America, Spain called its colonies America,
Portugal referred to Brazil as America, France and the Dutch did the same
for their Caribbean islands. It is as if, Father Mier said, “there is no other
America other than the one they dominate.” “A thousand errors,” he said,
lamenting how America was fractured by such usage. All the New World is
America.

Confusion was natural. America, for Anglo settlers before their revolu-
tion, was both the entire New World and their sliver of that world—~both
their narrow dominion of a thin slip of land between the Alleghenies and
the sea and all the land west of those mountains. In 1777, the Articles of
Confederation named the new country the United States of America, but
also referred to it as just America. Europeans liked to point out that the
“United States” wasn'’t really a “proper name” but rather an adjective attached
to a generic noun.

Washington Irving agreed. Irving wanted “an appellation” of his own to
ensure that he wasn’t confused with a Mexican who by rights could also call
himself an American. He wanted a name that would identify him as “of the
Anglo-Saxon race which founded this Anglo-Saxon empire in the wilder-
ness.” He suggested Appalachian or Alleghanian. The New England social
activist Orestes Brownso@@ﬁ%lil@ suchyidgas: subbish. The “name of the

country is America,” he wrote in 1865, “that of the people is Americans.
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Speak of Americans simply and nobody understands you to mean the peo-
ple of Canada, Mexico, Brazil, Peru, Chile, Paraguay, but everybody under-
stands you to mean the people of the United States.”"!

Brownson was right at least about royal Canadians, who tended not to
call themselves Americans to distinguish themselves from their English-
speaking republican neighbors. But Mexicans, Brazilians, Peruvians,
Chileans, and Paraguayans all thought themselves Americans, as did the
Venezuelan Francisco de Miranda. Nosotros los Americanos—We, the
Americans—was how early Mexican nationalists called themselves. Somos
da América e queremos ser americanos, said Brazil’s republican leaders, who
wanted to overthrow their monarch: We are from America and want to be
Americans.??

Proprietary claims to America became politicized over time, serving as
stand-ins for struggles about more substantive issues. “We’ve lost the right to
call ourselves Americans,” the Uruguayan Eduardo Galeano wrote in 1971.
“Today, for the rest of the world, America means nothing but the United
States. We inhabit at best a Sub-America, a second-class America of con-
fused identity.” “We are more American,” goes a song by the Mexican nor-
tefio band Los Tigres de Norte “than the sons of the Anglo-Saxons.” Los
Tigres are a favorite of migrant and borderland workers, suggesting the mat-
ter is not just a concern of literate elites.

In 1943, the diplomatic historian Samuel Flagg Bemis struggled to de-
cide what adjective he should use to refer to the United States, reluctantly
settling on American. It sounds better, Bemis wrote, than “the less euphoni-
ous adjective United States.” Latin Americans will occasionally refer to the
United States as América del Norte, but generally use Estados Unidos and
estadounidense, which in Spanish with all its rolling vowels is euphonious,

mellifluent even.!?

Dve written this book not to fuss over names but rather to explore the New
World’s long history of ideological and ethical contestation. Philosophers

use the phrase immanetsaus ke depovibg a fpsm of dissent in which chal-

lengers don’t dismiss the legitimacy of their rivals’ worldview but rather
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accuse them of not living up to their own stated ideals. It’s a useful method
for considering the Western Hemisphere, for Latin America gave the United
States what other empires, be they formal or informal, lacked: its own mag-
pie, an irrepressible critic. Over the course of two centuries, when Latin
American politicians, activists, intellectuals, priests, poets, and balladeers—
all the many men and women who came after Miranda—judged the United
States, they did so from a shared first premise: America was a redeemer conti-
nent, and its historical mission was to strengthen the ideal of human equality.

One can'’t fully understand the history of English-speaking North Amer-
ica without also understanding the history of Spanish- and Portuguese-
speaking America. And by that history, I mean all of it: from the Spanish
Congquest and Puritan settlement to the founding of the United States, from
Indian Removal and Manifest Destiny to the taking of the West, from chat-
tel slavery, abolition, and the Civil War to the rise of a nation of extraordi-
nary power—from the First World War to the Second, from the Monroe
Doctrine to the League of Nations and the United Nations and beyond.
And the reverse is true. You can’t tell the story of the South without the
North.

But America, América is more than a history of the Western Hemisphere.
It’s a history of the modern world, an inquiry into how centuries of Ameri-
can bloodshed and diplomacy didn’t just shape the political identities of the
United States and Latin America but also gave rise to global governance—
the liberal international order that today, many believe, is in terminal crisis.

The book starts with the Conquest. The astonishing brutality that Spain,
in the first decades of the 1500s, visited on the people of the New World
shocked the Catholic realm—Europe’s realm—Ieading to a reformation
within Catholicism, a dissent as consequential as Luther’s. The Catholic
Church claimed to be universal, the agent of human history and bearer of
humanitas, all the world’s wisdom. And what had that wisdom wrought? Car-
nage unprecedented. The slaughter, which inaugurated what scholars place
among the greatest mortality events in human history, forced theologians
to consider Catholic claims to universalism with new attention. Many of

these clerics wound up de@'bdé% @Jﬁfnésé fyles @ptpo much dehumanizing

America’s native peoples as refusing to admit they were human at all. Those
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who died by the Spanish lance, or by European diseases, were of a lesser
kind than those people who lived in Europe—defective, not touched by the
divine, but rising from the muck and mire. Their dispossession and enslave-
ment were allowed.

Others dissented—first among them Father Bartolomé de las Casas—
realizing that what had previously been called universal was but provincial,
that Europe was just a farrago of fiefdoms whose princes and priests knew
nothing about the fullness of the world, nothing of its hitherto undisclosed
millions. The dissent of these theologians and jurists has rung down the
centuries. Protestant England paid attention to the interminable Spanish
debates, to the Catholic friars who insisted on the humanity of the New
World’s people, and wondered if they might secure their settlements, in
Jamestown and Plymouth, on more defensible principles. They couldn’.
They opted for evasion.”

Then came the Age of Revolutions, when the New World broke free
from the Old. The United States did so first—a republic alone, as many of
its leaders imagined, an “Anglo-Saxon empire in the wilderness.” Spanish
American nations, in contrast, came into being collectively, an assemblage of
republics, an already constituted league of nations. They had to learn to live
together if they were to survive. And they largely did so, with their intellec-
tuals, lawyers, and statesmen elaborating a unique body of international
law: doctrines, precedents, and protocols geared not toward regulating but
outlawing war, not adjudicating conquests but ending conquest altogether.

But how to contain the United States? The hemisphere’s first republic
seemed more a force of nature than a political entity. More than one of its
founders said they could see no limits to its growth, that once they drove the
natives beyond the stony mountains they’d soon fill both North and South
America with Saxons. What to do with a kinetic nation that believed itself
to be as universal as Christianity, as embodying the marching spirit of world
history?

What Spanish and Portuguese Americans did was update the criticisms
aimed earlier at Spain during the Conquest and directed them at the United

States. In so doing the{\,@ﬁ%@:ﬁ@@lmaﬁﬁ ippternational law.

The triumph of liberal multilateralism after the Allied victory in World
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War II (especially the nullification of the right of conquest, the prohibition
of aggressive war, and the recognition of the sovereign equality of all na-
tions) is often narrated as a transatlantic story, a fortuitous evolution of
ideas. Concepts in their infancy during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies grew stronger in the nineteenth, matured in the twentieth century’s
cataclysmic wars, and then found their moment in a series of meetings in
the last years of World War II: Moscow, Tehran, Dumbarton Oaks, Yalta—
onward to the establishment of the United Nations in San Francisco in 1945
and the UN’s ratification of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948.

Most scholars ignore, or pass quickly over, Latin America when consider-
ing the founding of the League of Nations, and then the United Nations. It’s
a curious indifference, for the English-speaking statesmen involved in
founding global governance, along with those who laid prior groundwork
for such an effor—Woodrow Wilson, Andrew Carnegie, Nelson Rockefeller,
Henry Wallace, Sumner Welles, and Winston Churchill, among others—
openly and repeatedly held up the New World as what the whole world should
look like. Wilson often said that Latin America was the model for what he
had hoped to accomplish in Paris. FDR told Stalin that Pan-Americanism
would be a good template for a postfascist Eastern Europe.'®

America, América argues that the New World’s magpie rivalry, its imma-
nent critique, played a vital role in the creation of the modern world, shap-
ing its economics, politics, and moralities. The Protestant settlers who
colonized, followed by the republicans who revolutionized, North America
looked to Spanish America not as an alien other but as a competitor, a con-
tender in an epic struggle to define a set of nominally shared but actually
contested ideals: Christianity, freedom, law, sovereignty, property, equality,

liberalism, democracy, and, above all, the very meaning of America.

America for America,” said Washington’s leaders as they tried to fashion
their relationship to the hemisphere’s new nations in a way that was, as the

North American Review Su%ﬁffi”i m%im&{]&%ndon’s to India.

“America for humanity,” Latin Americans answered back.
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Leaves of Grass

hilosophy begins in wonder, Socrates said. It matures, Hegel added,
in terror, on the “slaughter bench” of history. So it was with the ar-
rival of the Spanish in the New World.!

Wonder there was when Christendom realized there existed another half
aworld, filled with rarezas, rarities, curious plants and animals but above all
people, many more and many more different kinds than lived in all of Eu-
rope. Even before Copernicus, Europe was awakening to the idea that the
Earth wasn’t the center of existence, and that the universe contained, Gior-
dano Bruno would soon reckon, “innumerable suns” and “infinite earths
that equally revolve around these suns.”

Scholars intuited a link between the celestial and earthly multitudes.
There was one heavenly realm, containing an incalculable number of stars.
There was one earthly estate, now known to contain many more millions of
people than previously imagined. The realization that the earth was not the
center of divine creation was as unsettling as the knowledge that Europe
wasn’t the center of the world.

What did this multiplication mean for the idea of Catholic holism, for
the story of Genesis when God at Creation called into being first Adam,

then Eve, who together p@@mig single kpajeqrlineage, of descendants
with a shared, if gory, history?
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When reconciled with the Catholic premise of celestial unity, the diversity
of the New World’s peoples could support the ideal of equality. Time spent in
the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America convinced the Dominican
priest Bartolomé de las Casas that the ancient philosophers and theologians
who had argued that there existed categories of inferior humans, people born
to be “natural slaves,” were wrong. As it turned out, Las Casas wrote, the an-
cients didn’t “know very much” about the world. The Dominican would con-
tinue to cite the sages when it suited his purpose, but for him, now, truth was
to be found not in Aristotle but in America—and the most important truth
was that humans everywhere were fundamentally the same. All were made in
God’s image. Their differences—skin color, hair texture, cultural practices,
and religious beliefs—reflected the vast variety of the infinite divine.

And differences in appearance had nothing to do with human essence,
which for Las Casas was everywhere the same. Every Indian he had met in
the New World, he said, possessed both free will and the ability to reason.
That alone made them human. They could remember the past, imagine the
future, estimate probabilities, and could see, hear, feel, smell, and taste.
They were born, matured, grew old, and became ill, and when they died
their families grieved, as humans did everywhere. When happy, they
laughed. When sad, they cried. They took delight in the good and despised
the bad. From this, Las Casas issued a famous declaration: 7odo linaje de los
hombres es uno—All humanity is one.?

At the same time, the New World’s conquerors mocked the idea of hu-
manity’s oneness, laying the foundation for race supremacy. Spanish settlers
and colonists legitimated cruel killing on an unprecedented scale, forcing
the New World’s inhabitants to labor in mines, fields, and waters, to extract
the riches of America—gold, silver, pearls, dyes, and soon sugar and
tobacco—that Europe would use to gild its empires, muster its armies, fund
its wars, build its cathedrals, and pay for more voyages of conquest and en-
slavement. Never mind what priests like Las Casas were saying. Theologians
were known to say one thing and its opposite. Indians were little better than

apes put on earth to serve man. To dominate them was just. To work them

to death no more a sin@lbaﬁypi Blﬁ:féﬁt M%ri al
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An Infinity of People

The people of the New World were “found.” Then they were lost. Not im-
mediately and not completely, but enough so that a group of Dominican
and Franciscan priests wrote their superiors in Spain in 1517 wanting to
know where they went. “Where are they, oh most illustrious fathers?” What
happened to the men and women who upon Columbus’s arrival two decades
earlier were so many that they were like “leaves of grass?™

Demographers today aren’t sure what the size of America’s population
was before the arrival of the Spanish. Most estimates fall between fifty and
one hundred million inhabitants. The Spanish couldn’t say. They knew that
the Indies (the name América was in use for the New World in the early
1500s but not widely adopted until a little later) were densely populated
with wildly varied peoples. They ranged from the elysian Taino, who seemed
to have lived lush and well-nourished lives on the islands of the Caribbean;
to the hierarchically organized, ostentatious, and scientific Aztec and Inka
Empires in Mexico and Peru. Columbus thought the island of Hispaniola—
Spain’s first Caribbean colony, from where Hernando Cortés would soon
lead his assault on Mexico—was “paradise,” but a populated paradise, com-
pletely “cultivated like the countryside around Cordoba.” He estimated that
the island was home to over a million souls. Las Casas, who was seventeen
years old when he arrived in the Caribbean on April 15, 1502, thought that
number too low. “An infinity of people” lived in the new lands, he later
wrote. The New World was “filled with people, like a hive of bees.”

“It was,” he said, “as if God had placed all, or the majority, of the entire
human race in these countries.”

Later, European romantics would use the word sublime to describe the
sensation evoked by confrontation with the grandeur and terror of nature,
its existential enormity. And there’s some of this feeling in the letters and
chronicles left by Spanish warriors. As the Conquest proceeded, as Cortés
began his march through Mexico, they wrote of their exploits climbing high
peaks equal to the Alps, navigating great river systems, and trekking through

dense forests. The VOICEanCEeWPF@H:f%ngl{:gﬁ éﬂld ice, bursting, Cortés
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wrote King Charles, with “so much force and noise it seemed as if the whole
Sierra was crumbling to the ground.”

Yet it wasn’t nature that bedazzled the Spaniards as much as the “great
city” of Tenochtitldn sitting below the volcano. “As large as Seville,” Cortés
wrote, and more populated than London, with “many wide and handsome
streets,” fine noble houses, engineered canals, and a complex hydroponic ag-
ricultural system. Further south, it wasn’t volcanic eruptions that shivered
European souls. It was Mapuche warriors overspread across a vast Andean
valley mustered to defend their land. They “shook the world around them,”
one conquistador wrote, “with sudden dread.”

There were so many people.

Then they began to die. The consensus is that the population was cut by
between 85 to 95 percent within a century and a half. The Spanish Con-
quest, driven forward at a relentless pace by the consolidating Kingdom of
Castile, inaugurated what the demographers Alexander Koch, Chris Brier-
ley, Mark Maslin, and Simon Lewis call history’s “largest human mortality
event in proportion to the global population,” a drop of upwards of fifty-six
million people by 1600. “The greatest genocide in human history,” wrote
Tzvetan Todorov in the 1980s.”

The first wave of death was brought by Conquistador terror.

All the World Knows

Bartolomé de las Casas’s transformation into a critic of the Conquest didn’t
happen until after the Conquest had made him rich. As a young boy growing
up in Seville—he was born in 1484—Bartolomé had witnessed the glory
heaped on Columbus upon his return from his first cross-Atlantic voyage and
heard the stories of islands filled with gold, spices, and potential slaves. His
merchant father, Pedro, and uncles Francisco and Juan were part of Colum-
bus’s crew, and Pedro used the wealth he acquired from sailing to pay for his
son’s education. Bartolomé became a “good Latinist” and began studying to

become a priest. Whenééiﬁaﬁaé figstdangeddniEiispaniola (coday divided by

Haiti in the west and the Dominican Republic in the east), his head was al-
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ready crowned with a friar’s tonsure. He worked with his father, who had
given up sailing to settle on the island as a merchant. Las Casas continued his
religious studies and, in 1507, traveled to Rome for his ordination.

He was gone for two years, returning to the Caribbean in 1509, and in
his later writings was circumspect about his own service to the Conquest.
He accompanied at least one incursion into Hispaniola’s western lands, pro-
visioning troops with supplies but also perhaps lending a hand to put down
Indians with sword and harquebus. Christopher Columbus’s son Diego
Colén, Hispaniola’s governor, granted him an encomienda, or consignment
of Indian laborers, on the north coast of the island in the Cibao Valley.?

The term encomienda refers to a kind of slavery, but indios encomendados,
or commended Indians, weren’t considered private property, or chattel.
Rather, they were formally something like wards, members of an existing
village or community, who, in exchange for labor, were to receive instruc-
tion in Christian doctrine from their overlords, their guardian encomende-
ros. The encomienda was important, but it was just one of many coerced labor
systems. There was out-and-out enslavement, of Native Americans and Afri-
cans; there were onerous tribute demands and a labor corvée called the repar-
timiento. The “Conquest brought about so many forms of Indian servitude,”
wrote one historian in the early 1900s, “that it is very difficult to master the
nature of them all, and to follow them into all their minute details.”

Las Casas’s conversion was slow in coming, and can be dated to 1512,
when he accompanied Captain Pdnfilo de Narvdez on an expedition to pac-
ify Cuba. He went as a priest, and was horrified as the campaign turned
into, as one historian writes, “an odyssey of pillage and plunder, of death
and destruction.” Massacre followed massacre, until Narviez’s men arrived
at the last unconquered village, Caonao. There, the soldiers were greeted at
dawn by thousands of kneeling Indians, who bowed their heads as Narvdez’s
mounted men took their place in the plaza. The tension Las Casas sets up,
as he later reflected on the day’s events, between motion and stillness is
stunning. The Indians kneel quietly. The horses tower over them. All is
quiet except for the shuffle of hooves, as the mounts shift the weight of their

riders and their heavy ar@@bwi)gpf%acwﬁ{le?fame part of the town’s

inhabitants interrupts the tense calm. Then, suddenly, a soldier unsheathes
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his sword and starts slashing at those kneeling below him. The rest of
Narvdez’s men join in, killing men, women, children, the sick and the old.
They use lances to disembowel victims.'

Narviez himself, Las Casas writes, sat calm amid the chaos “as if he were
made of marble.”*

One villager, his intestines spilling out of his stomach, fell into Las Casas
arms. The dichotomy in Las Casas’s narration is now birth and death, being
and nothingness: Las Casas baptized the man and performed last rites in the
same breath. After the slaughter was over and the killers had moved on, Las
Casas stayed behind to tend to the injured. He cleaned bandages, cauterized
wounds, and tried to find some rational explanation for the carnage. He
couldn’t. The Spanish assault on Cuba, he said, was “a human disaster with-
out precedent: the land, covered in bodies.”"

Still, though, he remained silent and accepted a second encomienda for
his service on Narvdez’s campaign. This one, on the southern coast of Cuba,
was made up of inhabitants from the village of Canarreo, which sat on the
banks of the Arimao River. Las Casas lived there as a merchant priest, in a
large, comfortable house built by his Indians. He said Mass in a small chapel
and became wealthy. He couldn’t, though, shake off the feeling that he was
living in sin, violating the commandment not to steal.

Then, in preparation for a sermon to preach on Pentecostal Sunday in
1514, Las Casas, now thirty years old, came upon this sentence from Ecclesi-
astes: “To take a fellow-man’s livelihood is to kill him, to deprive a worker of
his wages is to shed blood.” No scales fell from his eyes, no repulsion at wit-
nessing babies being torn apart by dogs awakened his consciousness. Rather,
he simply reflected quietly on these words from Ecclesiastes and then made a
decision to change his life. He abandoned his encomiendas, gave away his

riches, and began a life of mendicant poverty and humanist advocacy.

* How intentional was this imagery? Was it a critique of the kind of history statues teach,
which glorifies warriors while rarely making mention of their victims? In the early 1900s,
Washington’s National Mall was home to a statue of Pdnfilo de Narvédez, which faced a mon-
ument to another Indian killer, Andrew Jackson. The statues were placed next to each other
in tribute to the role Narvéegﬁﬂ)y(ﬂlghﬁﬁ)ddw%katl historical moments, in conquer-
ing Florida.
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Shortly after Las Casas’s conversion, a smallpox epidemic swept through
Hispaniola, killing, within a few months, nearly a quarter of the island’s
population. Settlers mounted more expeditions to capture more slaves from
other Caribbean islands and from villages along Venezuela’s coast. Africans
were now being brought in to replace disappearing Taino, to pan rivers, dig
mines, herd cows, and cut cane. As the population dwindled, Spanish cru-
elty increased.

“So many massacres, so many burnings, so many bereavements, and, fi-
nally, such an ocean of evil,” wrote Las Casas. The priest’s denunciations of
violence against the New World’s darker people perfected a polemical style
based not on revelation or appeals to authority but the power of personal
witness. More than a century before the French philosopher René Descartes
would posit the thinking, self-aware man as the essence of the modern ego,
Las Casas gave us the seeing man, mindful not only of his own existence but
of the agony of others: “Y yo lo vi”—I saw all this, I saw it with my own eyes.

“All the world knows,” Las Casas said.!?

All the world knew largely because Las Casas had told them. Las Casas’s
famous account of the Conquest, Brevisima Relacion de la Destruccion de las
Indias (A Brief History of the Destruction of the Indies), written in 1542 and
first published in Seville a decade later, with the word destruccion a play on
instruccion. Instruction being what Catholics were supposed to be providing
the inhabitants of America. The book was quickly translated into English,
French, German, Dutch, and Italian and widely distributed, especially
throughout Protestant Europe. John Milton’s nephew published it as 7ears
of the Indians in Cromwellian London, one of at least thirty-seven editions
printed in England between the late 1500s and the middle of the 1600s."

Las Casas lived during the middle of one of the most violent periods of
human history: a three-centuries-long crisis that roiled Europe and the Med-
iterranean world. Famines, pestilence, crusades, and war. Wars that lasted a
hundred years, wars between Lutherans and Catholics and between Chris-
tians and Muslims, the siege of Constantinople, Mitteleuropa’s peasant
rebellions, the lowland’s revolt against Spain, England’s conquest of Ireland.

Combined, these upheavab&ﬁy?@d‘m%ﬂhgiaféIFrg{ope into a bloodbath.”

Mass murder of unarmed communities was commonplace. Unbelievers,
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heretics, and infidels were burned at the stake, and mutilated body parts of
the enemy were catapulted into besieged cities."

Still, Las Casas maintained that what the Spanish were doing in the New
World was worse.

Las Casas filled page after page with extreme colonial gore. Torture, mu-
tilations, massacres. Spanish conquistadores raped women at will. They
broiled captives alive and then fed their corpses to dogs. They chopped off
the hands of Indians and then told them to deliver the “letter” (that is, the
severed body part) to compatriots hiding in the mountains as a message to
surrender or face worse. In Mexico, the Spanish wrapped native priests in
straw and then burned them to death. “Boar-hounds” tore children apart.
Conquistadores used their swords as spits to roast babies as their mothers
watched. They tossed infants into rivers, laughing as they guessed how
many times they would bob up for air before drowning,.

“The Spanish came like starving wolves, tigers, and lions, and for four
decades have done nothing other than commit outrages, slay, afflict, tor-

ment, and destroy,” Las Casas wrote.

A New World and a new kind of mass murder carried out with a new kind
of animal cruelty: of a quality “never before seen,” said Las Casas, “nor heard
of, nor read of.”

Las Casas denounced but couldn’t make sense of the creation of a slave
system that provided food and wealth to the Spanish but also eliminated
the labor needed to produce food and wealth. “Gold unlike fruit,” wrote Las
Casas with the dark sarcasm that runs through his prose, “lies underground
and does not grow on trees, and therefore is not easily picked.” Indians had
to dig for it. And the Spanish forced them to dig until they died, faster than
the priests could bury them.”

Clearly, not all infants were killed for sport by the Spanish or fed to their
dogs to give them the taste for human flesh. Yet that such horrors did take
place reveals an indifference, not just to life but to the reproduction of life. In

Hispaniola, the Spanis]@:blb%iiw tg,minegold and women to grow food.

Segregated, and worked so hard for so long, the enslaved couldn’t reproduce.
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Women who did carry pregnancies to term had no milk to keep newborns
alive. Women forced abortions rather than bring children into a world that
had gone so horrifyingly wrong. “They will not rear children,” the early
chronicler of the Conquest Pietro Martire wrote. European travelers to His-
paniola in the 1500s produced a series of drawings and engravings depicting
the many techniques Indians would use to kill their children and themselves,
which included hanging, clubbing to death, throwing oneself or one’s children
from cliffs or into rivers, rather than accept the Conquest. The toxic juice of
manioc and the poisonous smoke of herbs were other methods. The killings and
suicides were often committed collectively, a last act of mournful solidarity.'®

By the time the Spanish moved into Mexico and the Andes, most of the
population of the greater Caribbean was gone and the islands were turned
into what Las Casas called deserts, suggesting that the land was once popu-
lated but had been emptied, or deserted. There were more cows than people
on Hispaniola, brought across the Atlantic from Europe and Africa, large
free-range herds that destroyed corn and squash lands, contributing to wide-
spread hunger. In Mexico and South America, cattle would likewise facili-
tate the elimination of Native Americans and the establishment of sprawling
Spanish haciendas.”

The second wave of death was brought by microbes, which launched epi-
demics that lashed again and again the peoples of the Caribbean, Mexico,
and the Andes—already ravaged by war, wracked by drought, and com-
pelled to labor beyond capacity. The worst was a hemorrhagic fever with
multiple, cascading symptoms, which Mexicans called cocoliztli, the Na-
huatl word for pestilence. Spanish and Aztec doctors couldn’t figure out the
basis of the illness, which scientists now believe was caused by a salmonella
bacterium brought from Europe. The century after the arrival of the Span-
ish saw at least thirteen serious outbreaks, the worst being in 1520, 1545,
and 1576. The shepherding of survivors into concentrated reducciones, or
pueblos, accelerated the rate of contagion.

Between fifteen and thirty million people lived in Mexico in early 1519,
when Hernando Cortés and his army of five hundred men arrived to begin

his assault on the Aztec E@Bﬁy@VgW@d‘l\?ﬁé’t@ﬁ%ﬂe years, the length of a

long life—only about two million remained.'®



2.

There Is Only One World

n 1493, with Spain barely a presence in Hispaniola much less the greater
Caribbean, the pope announced a “donation” that gave King Ferdi-
nand and Queen Isabella all the New World’s “islands and mainlands,”
both those discovered and those yet to be discovered. The king of Portugal,
himself presiding over an ambitious, seafaring empire, objected. A round of
diplomacy between the two Iberian monarchies led, a year later, to the
Treaty of Tordesillas. The treaty, with the Vatican’s approval, drew a line on
a map of the world running north and south. Lisbon got what was east of
the line, including much of what today is Brazil. Spain took most of the rest
of the hemisphere. The split focused Spain’s expansionist energies on the
Americas, and eventually the Philippines in the Pacific, while pointing Lis-
bon south, toward the coast of Africa, where Portugal would dominate the
slave trade. The settlement was to “continue in force and remain firm, sta-
ble, valid forever and ever.”
France, equally Catholic and equally imperially ambitious, wasn’t happy
to be cut out of the spoils. When Spain demanded the return of half a ton of
gold, six hundred pounds of peatls, and three jaguars delivered to Paris by

an ltalian privateer, King Francis I of France told his Spanish counterpart

that he’d like to “see tl@ﬁlﬁw gnnz%ém é’tlél ﬁlgt excludes me from a share
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in the world.”* The sun shines as much on France, Francis said, as it does on
Spain.!

Others, too, wanted their part, including soon-to-be-Protestant England,
the Dutch, and the bankers of Germany. No European power, apart from
Spain and Portugal, accepted the legitimacy of Tordesillas’s boundary line,
its nonsensical nature made obvious as navigators started circling the globe.
Once it became clear that one could wind up east of the line by sailing west,
it was impossible to say where Spain’s Vatican-granted sovereignty ended

and Portugal’s began.

Discovery, and Other Doctrines

A New World and a new kind of mass murder carried out with a new kind
of animal cruelty needed a new morality.?

The fast transformation of what we now call Spain from the Iberian Pen-
insula’s multilingual and fractious Catholic fiefdoms into an empire larger

than anything Caesar could have dreamt of raised questions—questions

* France had success colonizing large parts of North America and the Caribbean but failed to
make significant inroads in South America. In the 1550s, France did sponsor a colony on an
island off the coast of Brazil. The enterprise was utopian, comprised of an ecumenical mix of
Catholics and Calvinists. The Calvinists meant to proselytize. But little missionary work took
place, for their unyielding, punitive doctrine of predestination, in which people were already
either damned or chosen, made it hard to know what to do with the local Tupinambd, who
anyway didn’t seem interested in learning about Christ. For their part, the French Catholics
had little but disdain for the natives, whom they described as lacking in “courtesy and hu-
manity.” Later, Claude Lévi-Strauss would write about the episode: “What a film it would
make! A handful of Frenchmen, isolated on an unknown continent—an unknown planet
could hardly have been stranger—where Nature and mankind were alike unfamiliar to
them.” Having given up trying to preach to the Tupinambd, the Catholics and Calvinists
“soon began to try to convert one another.” Where they should have been working to keep
themselves alive, they spent week after week debating ritual and theology: How should one
interpret the Last Supper? Should water be mixed with wine for the Consecration? What was
the nature of the Eucharist? Here, the New World staged a ludicrous solipsism, with Chris-
tians too busy rehearsing schismatic arguments to notice the Native Americans dying from
the diseases they carried from Europe. Instead, they taught salty phrases to local parrots. The
colony eventually collapsed, overrun by the Portuguese, and the survivors returned to France

with their parrots. Copyrighted Material
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that couldn’t be easily answered by jurists and priests born into a world they
were told was all, only to learn it was but a part. There existed no law in the
medieval Catholic canon capable of processing the enormity, territorially
and psychically, of the New World, much less one that could justify Spanish
and Portuguese claims to its possession. Papal edicts and the Tordesillas
treaty cited the old Roman doctrine of discovery, which held that merely to
find heretofore unknown lands conferred sovereignty. “With each day that
we drift our empire grows larger,” sighs Don Fernando de Guzmadn, in Wer-
ner Herzog’s Aguirre, the Wrath of God, as his raft floats listlessly down the
Amazon.

Spanish and Portuguese soldiers found it easy to pass through any bit of
the vast Americas and claim it for their monarchs. More difficult was to es-
tablish control, not to mention the impossibility of keeping other European
powers out. Spain claimed as its own most of the New World’s mainland
and islands and declared not just the Caribbean but the Pacific to be “closed
seas,” off-limits to the merchant ships of other European nations.

The main question, the one that would obsess Spanish theologians, phi-
losophers, jurists, and clerics like Las Casas was this: By what right did
Spain wage cruel war on the New World’s inhabitants? The reasons Spain
gave for driving Islam off the Iberian Peninsula provided no helpful an-
swers. That long struggle, starting in 718 and ending in 1492, was valid on
the grounds that Iberia, before the arrival of Islam, had been populated by
Christian Visigoths. So, Catholic war against Al-Andalus was, legally, not a
conquest but a reconquest of lost Christian territory: La Reconquista. The
fact that Muslims lived in a world that knew of Christ and yet they still re-
jected him bolstered arguments that Spain’s fight against Islam was righ-
teous, since waging war against infidels, in canon law, was just. Such

arguments could not be made about the New World—that is, if it really was

Some scholars contested the premise that the Indies were heretofore un-
known. A miner in Panama had reportedly found a coin minted with the
name and profile of Caesar Augustus, which fueled the idea that the Ro-

mans had traded Witmﬁ)%?‘gh\yéﬁl%gtgﬂlﬁF had earlier “discovered”

America, then the Spanish monarchs, understanding themselves heirs to
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Caesar’s empire, could claim a right to rule. And if jus belli—the law of
war—granted Rome the right to wage war and seize territory at will, then
Spain, said defenders of the Conquest, had that right as well. Spanish bards
wrote odes comparing the conquistadores to centurions. Painters depicted
Spanish kings garlanded with Roman laurels and decked out in Roman ar-
mor. Cortés, Mexico’s conqueror, was compared to many rulers, among
them Caesar.’

Historical analogies could only go so far in one direction before crossing
paths with analogies traveling the other way, opposing the Conquest. Las
Casas was especially adept at picking apart the myth that Spain was heir to
Rome. He pointed out that since the Romans had brutally conquered Iberia
centuries before Christ was born, a more precise analogy would equate Na-
tive Americans with the Spanish. Both were victims of imperial tyranny.

Some theologians placed the curse of Ham on the heads of New World
peoples, linking the Amazon to Africa, and the New World’s peoples to
Ethiopians. The Jesuits said they found Saint Thomas’s footprints on a rock
in Bahia, and others believed that Saint Bartholomew, after preaching in
India, had traveled to the Indies. “God sent the Holy Apostles to all parts of
the world,” said the Dominican friar Diego Durdn in his Historia de las In-
dias de Nueva Espana, and, anyway, if Indians were God’s children, as many
insist, then God would not have “left them without a preacher of the Gos-
pel.” The point being that the New World’s people did “know” Christ and
must have, at some point, rejected him, making them infidels and legally
conquerable.?

Also popular was the idea that the peoples of the New World were de-
scendants of the lost tribes of Israelites. Or, perhaps, of Jewish exiles from
Rome, evidence of which was the finely wrought golden jewelry found in
the Yucatdn. “We can almost positively affirm,” wrote Father Durdn, that
Mexicans “are Jews and Hebrews.” Almost positively. Fernando de Montesi-
nos spent years in Peru producing five dense manuscript volumes reading
New World history through the book of Revelation, arguing, among other
things, that the Andes were the site of King Solomon’s fabled mines. The

Spanish destruction of the%@ I‘W% theny aygsp’t so much a conquest

as a rediscovery and reestablishment of Israel of old. Since, according to
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Christian esoterica, a new Jerusalem had to be raised and Jews converted to
Christ before the Apocalypse could begin, the Conquest was a necessary
step in the fulfillment of prophecy, and thus legal®

Half Man, Half Monkey

Clashing analogies and end-time theology aside, most influential theolo-
gians accepted, or soon did, the fact that the New World was new. Las Casas
reported that the people of Seville poured out to see Columbus upon his
return from his first voyage across the Atlantic, for news had already come
that he had “discovered another world.” He was the first, Las Casas writes,
to “open the gates of the Ocean Sea.” Francisco Lépez de Gédmara, among
Spain’s most influential chroniclers, would write to the Holy Roman Em-
peror to say that the Conquest was “the greatest event since creation of the
world” except for “the crucifixion of he who created the world.” History’s
Trinity was complete: Creation, Christ’s Crucifixion, Conquest.°®

We might speak of “two worlds,” old and new, as the Peruvian Garcilaso
de la Vega, the illegitimate son of a Spanish conqueror and Inka noblewoman,
would say later, but “there is only one world.” And one world required—for
the unifying Catholic kingdoms of Castile and Aragon (the core of an
aborning empire that claimed to represent universal Christian history)—
one law. By the 1500s, Catholic theologians had mashed together Roman
doctrine, the writings of ancient philosophers, the teaching of the saints,
including Thomas Aquinas and Augustine, and papal and royal edicts to
create a legal system that had evolved over the centuries. Yet suddenly Spain
was in possession, or claimed to be, of an incalculably large land mass, home
to an “infinity” of souls who had lived for untold centuries beyond the hori-
zon of Catholic authority. Their existence revealed canon law to be provin-
cial, its claim to universalism a sham.

Who were these people living, thriving even, outside the Catholic realm?
Where did they come from? Were they sons and daughters of Adam and
Eve? Did they descent%cm]/ H@@n‘f%ﬁ‘q\ﬁ%rpﬁﬂ)le who came off Noah’s

ark after God’s Great Flood? If so, how were they separated from the rest of
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humanity? If they weren’t children of Adam and Eve, did they carry the bur-
den of original sin?

Three kinds of people could be legitimately enslaved according to exist-
ing Catholic doctrine. One: infidels or idolators. Two: prisoners taken in a
just war. Three: a whole class of people understood as “natural slaves.” This
last grouping was a category derived from Aristotle, as Catholic theologians
interpreted the Greek philosopher, made up of beings closer to beasts than
humans, lacking reason and incapable of forming political communities. In
Seville, Salamanca, and other Spanish centers of learning, theologians and
philosophers debated whether any of these categories could be applied to the
people of the New World. Meanwhile, back in the Caribbean, far from
Spain’s debating halls, conquerors and colonists didn’t wait for Aristotelian
authorization. Columbus happily admitted, in a 1493 letter to Spain, that
“in these islands I have so far found no human monstrosities, as many ex-
pected, but on the contrary the whole population is very well formed.” Yet
he still captured hundreds of Taino and sent them back to Spain to distrib-
ute as slave booty to his loyalists and to pay off his debts, while the men who
stayed on the islands took thousands of Indians as their slaves.”

Father Juan José de la Cruz y Moya, who later ministered in Mexico,
described a sharp-edged rank-and-file racism that took hold during the
Conquest’s early days, a conviction that the “first Americans” were created
without a touch of divinity but rather emerged from “the putrefaction of the
earth.” According to Father de la Cruz, many believed that “indios america-
nos weren’t true men with rational souls but rather a monstrous third species
of animal, falling between man and monkey and created by God to serve
humans.” Settlers spread the lie that “Indians weren’t true humans but sav-
ages,” that “there was no more sin in killing them than in killing a field
animal.”* Father de la Cruz condemned such ideas as heresy. The only thing
“monstrous” about the New World was “the cruelty and greed that the bas-

tard Spanish brought to this land.”®

* Bartolomé de las Casas spent the second half of his life arguing against the idea that Indians
weren’t human. But oh, he saidQ{a‘pyJ |‘gf§l{»ﬁd() M@tﬁhg@anish did treat Indians like

they treat their beasts. If they did, there wouldn’t be so many corpses, so much death.”
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Conquistadores encountered fierce resistance in some places. In response,
supporters of the Conquest came to loathe Indians as perverse, as the Devil’s
barbarous minions, “destitute of all humanity.” Satan was angry that he was
losing the New World, went one popular explanation for Indian opposition
to Spanish rule, so he “drew a line” across which it was difficult to teach
“Catholic truths.” The earliest chronicles of the Conquest describe lands in-
habited by rebellious Indians—in northern Mexico, southern Chile, or the
Amazonian slopes of the Andes—as populated by monsters and giants,
proof of which were the enormous bones that the Spanish said they found,
including a skull big enough to bake bread in. Grotesquerie created the im-
pression of wickedness, cutting against Christian hope that the New World
was a land of innocence. Columbus was wrong. There were monsters. And
monsters could naturally be enslaved.’

The New World was big, its rivers broad, jungles dense, deserts unfathom-
able. How could there not be giants? Red-haired, one-eyed, and humpbacked,
Spanish chroniclers reported all kinds. Amerigo Vespucci saw them himself.
They chased him off Curagao for trying to kidnap two women to give as gifts
to King Ferdinand. One account sounds like the inspiration for Roald Dahl’s
The BFG: eight leagues from Guadalajara there lived twenty-seven “lazy and
gluttonous” giants, thirty-five feet high, whose hideous voices echo for miles.

»10

They carried clubs and supped every night on “four grilled children.

When Bartolomé de las Casas’s father, Pedro, returned to Spain from one of
Columbus’s voyages, he brought with him a young Taino slave named, in
Spanish at least, Juanico, whom he presented to his son as a gift. Bartolomé
kept Juanico as a companion while he studied to enter the priesthood.
Queen Isabella, though, abrogated Columbus’s authority to hand out the
New World’s inhabitants. “By what right,” she asked in 1495, “does the Ad-
miral give my vassals to anyone?” The queen ordered the return of Juanico
and hundreds of other enslaved Taino to Hispaniola and nixed Columbus’s
plan to set Hispaniola up as a slave export port: “Until we know whether we

can sell them or not.”“copyrig hted Material
“Until we know whether we can sell them or not.” In Isabella’s doubt was
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a universe of political theory, encompassing all the questions related to seiz-
ing the New World, with all its new people, by force. When it came to the
status of Amerindians, the taking of their land, their reduction to forced
labor, and their subjugation to the Spanish Crown, the royal court decided,
undecided, reconsidered, and then decided something else.

Eventually, in 1503, a learned commission answered the queen’s query,
sort of: No. The people of the New World could not be sold. Indians hadn’t
had a chance to reject Christ, so they weren’t infidels. And they were clearly
fully human, in possession of rational minds and divine souls. They couldn’t
be enslaved—unless, that its, they were captured in a “just war.”

The debate over the justness of the entirety of the uppercase Conquest
would go on for decades. In the meantime, Spanish settlers took it for
granted that all the lesser campaigns, the backwater massacres and dawn
raids, were justified, especially if the immediate cause of any given skirmish
could be blamed on indigenous incitement. Captives taken in these cam-
paigns could be enslaved.

This was around the time Las Casas first sailed to Hispaniola. He went
on a ship that was part of a large fleet carrying thousands of Spanish set-
tlers, administrators, priests, and would-be conquerors (including Francisco
Pizarro, who, along with his brothers Hernando, Juan, and Gonzalo, would
go on to defeat the Inka Empire and rule the Pacific side of the northern
Andes). As the armada approached the island, a messenger came aboard the
lead vessel to report that Spanish troops had just pacified a large rebellious
village. The news flew from ship to ship, and cheers went up among Las
Casas’s fellow settlers, happy that a fresh supply of “prisoners of a just war”
would be available for them to enslave.

Shortly after Las Casas’s arrival, Isabella granted permission to the Span-
ish governor of Hispaniola to capture and enslave the refugee survivors of a
Spanish massacre of over seven hundred residents in the town of Xaragua,
or Jaragua. The slaughter was deemed “just” because the town’s residents
had fought back. Indians who fled in canoes to the island of El Guanabo
were hunted down. Captured, some were shipped across the Atlantic and

sold in Castile, while Otheéd‘fﬁﬁfri’g‘hit‘éa Sﬁﬂéiféﬁﬁlthe island.

“One was given to me,” Las Casas later wrote.'?



Ego Vox

n December 21, 1511, the Dominican priest Antonio de Montesinos—

eight years before Cortés’s drive into Mexico, six before Luther nailed

his theses to the door of Wittenberg’s church—walked to the pulpit
of Hispaniola’s thatched cathedral and told the island’s notable Spanish res-
idents, among them Columbus’s son, Governor Diego Colén, that they were
damned. Expect perdition, he said, for turning Hispaniola and its surround-
ing islands into death camps. Montesinos called his sermon “Ego Vox Cla-
mantis in Deserto™ I am the voice crying in the desert, or, as it is usually
translated, wilderness. The priest meant the phrase not as a metaphor for
New World nature but rather for the wasteland of Spanish morality.

The Dominican offered hellfire, though not the kind associated with later
Puritan jeremiads. In those New England sermons, many preached in the mid-
dle of a long North Atlantic winter, English settlers focused obsessively on
individual sins, which helped them make sense of the hardships they faced.
Diseases, droughts, storms, wars, malformed fetuses, crop failures, massacres,
and financial troubles were all understood as proof of God’s displeasure. The
solipsism was intense. Indigenous peoples played only bit parts in the stories
Puritans told of themselves, important only to the degree they provided clues

to help decipher God’s @Wb Exesptiforadeyyporalists, Indians remained

shadow dancers, flickering around the fringes of the Puritan imagination.
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Not so for Hispaniola’s Dominicans. Indians weren’t hidden in the wings
of Spanish Catholicism, offstage as plot devices to keep the story of the pil-
grims’ progress moving forward. For Montesinos, Indians were the main
thing, central to the great debate over the justness of dominion and posses-

sion, conquest and enslavement.

The Divine Whisper

The sins Montesinos condemned weren't spiritual failings. Today, we would
call them social and structural violence. What Montesinos and Las Casas
described as “slavery” was in fact a dizzying array of mechanisms that
wrenched labor and tribute out of Indians.

The encomienda was just one such institution, with encomenderos living
like lords, forcing their Indians to dig faster for gold, plant more land for
food, cut more cane, shovel more salt, dive deeper for pearls. “Hardly had
the Indian pearl fishermen come out of the water with a supply of oysters,”
Las Casas wrote, “when their masters forced them to dive again without al-
lowing them time to recruit their strength and draw breath.” If they lingered
too long on the surface, foremen would use the lash to force them back
down. Spanish “greed was insatiable,” wrote one royal official, the work
murderous. “Out of every hundred Indians who go” to work the gold fields,
which often were far, far from their homes, “only seventy come back.” On
their long marches, workers were forced to drink from stagnant jagiieyes,
ponds filled with infested water, which led to more sickness, more death.
Bodies were twisted, brains deprived of oxygen from deep dives, backs bro-
ken from their burdens.!

The Dominicans, including Montesinos, had landed in Santo Domingo,
the capital port city of Hispaniola, in 1510, to establish their order and build
a monastery. The first large consignment of hundreds of Africans as slaves
had come that year, as epidemics, famine, and labor demands continued tak-
ing their toll on the island’s original residents. After a decade and a half of

Spanish rule, what Colum% b%ﬁ{ F@uﬂ%ﬁam%%ﬂaé|pandemonium, a scene

that shocked the senses of the Dominicans upon their arrival and contributed
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to the harshness of their condemnation. Montesinos was to deliver the ver-
dict, but his sermon was collectively edited and approved by his fellow clerics,
and their repudiation of settler rule was unanimous and total.”

Las Casas was there for the sermon, not as an ally of the Dominicans but
as an accused, as an encomendero. “For a good while,” he later described the
event, “Montesinos spoke in such pungent and terrible terms that it made the

congregant’s flesh shudder.” Here’s his transcription of Montesinos’s sermon:

I am the voice of Christ in the desert of this island. Open your hearts
and your senses, all of you, for this voice will speak new things harshly,
and will be frightening. . . . This voice says that you are living in deadly
sin for the atrocities you tyrannically impose on these innocent people.
Tell me, what right have you to enslave them? What authority did you
use to make war against them who lived at peace in their own lands,
killing them cruelly with methods never before heard of? How can you
oppress them and not care to feed or cure them, and work them to death
to satisfy your greed? . . . Aren’t they men? Have they no rational soul?
Aren’t you obliged to love them as you love yourselves? Don’t you un-

derstand? How can you live in such a lethargic dream??

Montesinos then told the congregants that they were as certain to fall into
the abyss as were the Turks. Their abuse of Amerindians was no less a sin
than that of a pagan who had a chance to convert to Christ but refused.

Disbelief among the congregants turned to anger, murmurs to indigna-
tion. Montesinos finished his lecture and left the pulpit with his head high
and returned home to eat a lunch of cabbage soup. The Dominicans hoped
the sermon would lead to settler reflection and contrition. But, as Las Casas
dryly noted, the congregants didn’t spend the rest of the day quietly read-
ing Thomas & Kempis’s De la imitacion de Cristo y menosprecio del mundo.
Kempis was a favorite of Catholic renunciants, a Dutch priest who wrote
that property was slavery and true freedom could only be attended through
a “disposal” of the self.

Rather, they marck@% mﬁ@\ﬁ{% Q%lf’)é’lsi gpuse to condemn the Do-
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minicans and their “new and novel” doctrines. The crowd then moved on to
the Dominican monastery to demand a retraction. Colén, who had joined
the crowd, pleaded with the priests to consider the hardships he and his men
had in conquering the island and “subjugating the pagans.” Montesinos’s
sermon, he said, disrespected what they had achieved.

The friars tried to answer these concerns, yet they might as well have
been speaking Taino. Their words, according to Las Casas, were morally
unintelligible to the settlers. “Blessed are the ears that gladly receive the
pulses of the Divine whisper,” Kempis had said. To understand, much less
accept, Montesinos’s injunction would “mean that they couldn’t have their
Indians, they couldn’t terrorize them.” Their “greed wouldn’t be satisfied,
and all their sighs of desire would be denied.”

Montesinos, Las Casas, and other Catholic critics of settler abuse are of-
ten called “reformist,” in that they sought to ameliorate the worst abuses of
colonialism. They remained loyal to the monarchy and supported Spanish
rule as a providential mission to spread Catholicism. Yet even limited
reform—better wages and limits on work requirements—would have ended
Spanish colonialism as it existed. Christopher Columbus himself, in the ear-
liest days of Spain’s Atlantic expansion, was clear that work, especially co-
erced work, was what created colonial value: “The Indians of Hispaniola
were and are the greatest wealth of the island, because they are the ones who
dig, and harvest, and collect the bread and other supplies, and gather the
gold from the mines, and do all the work of men and beasts alike.” Without
them, the conqueror of Peru, Francisco Pizarro, later wrote in reference to
Indian laborers, “this kingdom is naught.™

Colonial settlement—the planting of fields, the mining of minerals, the
moving of rocks, the chiseling of stone, the building of houses—required
enormous toil. The Spanish wouldn’t do the work. “There are no Spaniards
here who will work for anyone,” one priest wrote the Crown. Instead, they
grafted themselves onto island life—onto either Indian communities that
already existed or new ones created by concentrating rebels and refugees

into controllable villages—and then forced their inhabitants to do the work

needed to extend the real@ogb?ygﬁ@éa qare hpg (the system was called.
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The words encomienda and esclavitud were often used interchangeably. Span-
ish colonists weren’t committed to a particular definition of “slavery,” or
much concerned with what Church law had to say about it unless such law
threatened their control over labor. Call Indians “free” if you want, say they
are the queen’s vassals and even God’s children. As long as they did the work.

“God is in heaven, the King is far away, and I rule here” was a popular
settler expression. What mattered was that no third party—not Crown of-
ficials, not the Church, and especially not Montesinos and his fanatical
Dominicans—stand between them and their Indians.

Eventually the crowd in front of the Dominican convent dispersed,
believing they had secured a promise that Montesinos would retract his
slanders in his next sermon. They misunderstood the pulse of the divine
whisper. The following Sunday, Montesinos walked to the pulpit, his head
again high. This time, he began his remarks with a quotation from Job:
“Repetam scientiam meam 4 principio, et sermones meos sine mendatio esse
probabo.”

“I will start from the beginning and will prove my sermon is correct.”

We and You and All

Many of the lawyers and theologians who surrounded the Crown during the
first decades of the 1500s were war-hardened traditionalists, having come of
age during the final, triumphal years of the Reconquest. They supported the
Conquest and sought to validate it within the terms of existing canon law.
The solution they came up with to criticisms like those preached by Mon-
tesinos was to require conquistadores to read out loud a treatise, either in
Latin or Spanish, “to those not yet subject to our lord the king” before
launching an attack.

In 1513, two years after Montesinos’s sermon, Juan Lépez de Palacios
Rubios, a Castilian expert on canon law, drafted what became known as ¢/
Requerimiento. The Requirement—or the Demand—crams five thousand

years of Catholic worlc&\ésrs(yyl glrsﬂ @pevesydong|paragraph. The document

makes no mention of Christ but rather affirms that God, after making
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heaven and earth, anointed Saint Peter the first pope, “lord and superior of
all the men in the world.” The text then relates how one of Peter’s papal heirs
“donated” the islands and mainland of the New World to the Spanish mon-
archy. The person reading aloud the thousand-word document, usually a
scribe or a notary, finished by saying that there existed papers, such as the
Treaty of Tordesillas, proving the truths just narrated. They could be, if the
listeners so wished, made available for review: “You can see them if you so
desire.”

The Requirement is easy to mock as the last gasp of a dying worldview. A
close look at its text, though, reveals a stealth modernist sensibility, one that,
even as it insists on the singular authority of the Catholic Church, accepts
the necessity of recognizing and living with pluralism.

El Requerimiento upheld the unity of creation, of “one man and one
woman from whom we and you and all the men of the world were and
are descendants.” The phrase we and you and all was meant to include the
inhabitants of the New World as descendants of Adam and Eve. Then, after
having affirmed the common origin of humanity, the manifesto went on to
explain its fracturing and dispersal across the globe as resulting from the
“multitude” that issued forth from Adam and Eve: “It was necessary that
some men should go one way and some another, and that they should be
divided into many kingdoms and provinces, for in one alone they could not
be sustained.” Diversity was necessary, since the earth, though bountiful,
couldn’t support a surging population in a single religious community. Pala-
cios described a world comprised of major religious differences yet integrated
by politics, placing Christians alongside, not above, Muslims, Jews, Gen-
tiles, and “other sects.” The “requirement,” or “demand,” was not that the
people of the New World convert. The document expressly says that faith
is a free decision. Conquistadores wouldn’t compel anyone to become Chris-
tians. All that was required was that the audience recognize Spanish mon-
archs as their sovereigns.

The script’s nuance, however, mattered little. What mattered was its per-
formance, its offering of a choice that wasn’t a choice at all. To accept Spain’s

rule would bring many “ b@(ﬁBVﬁ gﬁ%n&l S9cthejtext said, freedom from

servitude. To refuse, the text explained, would visit utter destruction:
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With the aid of God, we will enter your land against you with force and
will make war in every place and by every means we can and are able,
and we will then subject you to the yoke and authority of the Church and
Their Highnesses. We will take you and your wives and children and
make them slaves, and as such we will sell them, and will dispose of you
and them as Their Highnesses order. And we will take your property

and will do to you all the harm and evil we can.

The text of the Requirement cut against the idea, popular among settlers,
that Indians were a race apart, perhaps not even human. But the violence it
sanctioned confirmed the notion that the New World peoples were lesser
beings.

The historian Lewis Hanke writes that conquistadores recited the text
“to trees and empty huts when no Indians were to be found. Captains mut-
tered its theological phrases into their beards on the edge of sleeping Indian
settlements, or even a league away before starting the formal attack, and at
times some leather-lunged Spanish notary hurled its sonorous phrases after
the Indians as they fled into the mountains.” Captains would have scribes
read it in camp to his men to the beat of drums, and ship commanders
would sometimes have “the document read from the deck as they ap-
proached an island, and at night would send out enslaving expeditions.”
Soldiers would march into a vacant village—its people having fled upon the
Spanish advance—and a scribe would recite the Requirement to the wind,
after which soldiers and their mastiffs were let loose to hunt the refugees
down. Those who were captured were bound together in coffles, their necks
tied one to another with thick rope. After reading the Requirement to them,
their abductors would march them off into slavery. Frustrated that Indians
seemed not to understand, the notary Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo sug-
gested to his captain that they hold off further recitations “until we have one
of these Indians in a cage,” and we can teach him the meaning of the text.”

Some Native Americans tried to engage with the content of the Require-
ment. Somewhere along the Sind River Valley (in northwestern Colombia),

the leaders of one cor@@b?i,tygﬁfgﬁlcmtét@ﬂ%htfully to the document,

after one Captain Martin Ferndndez de Enciso had an interpreter read it in
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the local language. “The part about there being one God who rules heaven
and earth sounds good and seems right,” one of the community’s leaders re-
portedly said. He thought less of “that part that says the Pope is the master
of the whole universe serving as God’s agent, and that he gave the earth to
the King of Castile. . . . The Pope must have been drunk when he did this,
since the earth isn’t his to give.” As for the king, the Sint Indians decided
that he must have been “a little crazy” when he accepted the pope’s dona-
tion, since he can’t possess “something that belonged to others.” Apparently
impressed by this response, Fernindez de Enciso left the community in
peace. Soon, though, another group of conquistadores returned. “A brief
orgy of grave looting by the Spaniards followed,” reads one account of how
the Sint Valley was pacified, “after which they almost forgot the area; for its
gold had come from elsewhere and few Indians remained to be exploited as
a labor force.”

El Requerimiento wasn’t written only for Native Americans. The war-
rant’s rote reading generated cynicism among the troops, and cynicism is a
useful animator when it comes to killing. A disenchanted world in which
legal formalism is used not to restrain but to unleash is easier to despoil.

The royal court continued to argue over the criteria for just enslavement.
In 1526, a council of jurists upheld the legitimacy of the Requirement, yet
ordered that its text be simplified, so that it could more easily be understood
by Indians. By this point, though, the text did little but undermine Spanish
legitimacy.” Protestants, who were gathering strength in northern Europe,
didn’t recognize the Vatican’s authority. They read the popish document as
proof that Spain had no credible title whatsoever to the New World.*

In the Indies, most Church hierarchs and clergy, many of them living off
the labor of commended Indians, didn’t doubt the justness of the Conquest.

Yet Montesinos wasn’t alone in the wilderness. A moral schism was growing,

* Walter Raleigh, one of the pirates knighted by Queen Elizabeth as a reward for raiding
Spain’s American possessions, st@éaspe}{ Eh@hﬁﬁd‘né}\ﬁﬂmﬁaﬂ) a “counter-requerimiento,”

based on the information found in Las Casas.
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one that paralleled Luther’s break from the Vatican but remained within the
jurisdiction of the Catholic Church.*

Hispaniola’s Dominican convent became a cell of opposition, its priests
comparing the island’s settlers to the ancient Pharaohs. The Christian set-
tlers “go through the land like rabid wolves in the midst of gentle lambs,”
their “filthy passions have broken and destroyed the land,” read one of a se-
ries of letters the Dominican convent sent to Church regents in Spain. The
few thousand Indians left on Hispaniola were “broken and weakened, living
in agony,” the clerics reported. Survivors look more like “painted corpses
than living beings.” The capricious cruelty of the Spanish knew no bounds,
with settlers grabbing swaddled babies out of the arms of Indian women to
feed their hungry dogs."

As the indigenous population collapsed, Spanish vessels fanned out
across the Caribbean from Hispaniola, their crews desperate for new slaves.
So many captive Indians died on their return voyages, wrote the Domini-
cans, that their bodies, having been tossed overboard, served as buoy mark-
ers for other ships approaching Hispaniola."

Las Casas had given up his encomiendas and slaves in 1514. Now he
joined the Dominican opposition and soon became its incandescent

center—a “candle that lights the world,” as a friend described him."

* As to Montesinos, he apparently was murdered by agents of the Welser brothers, prominent
Bavarian bankers who helped finance the Conquest. The Welsers had already been invested
in the sugar and slave trade when Spain’s King Charles, to pay off a debt, gave them a good
portion of Venezuela to settle, mine, and enslave. The German colony was under the com-
mand of a mercenary named Ambrosius Ehinger, who earned a reputation for cruelty equal to
any Spanish conquistador. Las Casas, in describing the “inhumanity” of the “Germans,”
thymed animales and alemanes. The pun doesn’t work in English, but Las Casas asked if the
perpetrators of such cruelties were “animal tyrants, or German tyrants.” King Charles sent

Father Montesinos to Vene@le}brl@ﬁEegnM&tﬁlﬂﬁlthe settlement. The details are

vague, but Welser agents, finding Montesinos tiresome, poisoned him in 1540.



4.

Goodbye Aristotle

as Casas formally entered the Dominican order in 1522. He went

into scholarly seclusion for several years, immersing himself in law,

Scripture, and philosophy before reappearing in public life, more
formidable than ever. He wrote treatise after treatise, in an outpouring of
intense yet often playful prose arguing against the legitimacy of settler rule.
His advocacy was scattershot, at once appealing to decency, tugging at the
conscience of Crown officials to act mercifully, at other times using Canon
Law and Christian Doctrine to prove that the Conquest was theft on a plan-
etary scale. Throughout the 1530s, he traveled to Venezuela, Guatemala,
Nicaragua, and Mexico, seeing firsthand how the terror he witnessed on the
islands had spread over the mainland.

Las Casas challenged encomienda power on every front he could orga-
nize. He traveled often to Spain, waiting months to gain audiences with
court officials. Drawing on an unshakable certainty of purpose, he insinu-
ated himself into the cloistered center of Spanish imperial power, where a
relatively small contingent of priests and lawyers set the rules for a growing
empire that would soon cross the Pacific and encompass the Philippines. He

eventually gained the king’s ear. By this point, Charles was both the king of
Spain and the Holy Romap, EJ‘E)PF@‘HtédVM&t‘é'FFéI both thrones in 1519,
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shortly after Luther launched the Protestant Reformation. As king he was
Charles I, as emperor, he was Charles V.

Over the course of two days in 1540, Charles and his counselors listened
to Las Casas read from his Larguisima Relacion—a very long account of
the destruction of the Indies (from which he would excerpt his yet-to-be-
published Brevisima Relacién). One moment Las Casas was a gnomic monk
bent over reams of Latin text. The next, he commanded the room, speaking
extemporaneously, his eyes burning as spittle shot from his mouth. Las Ca-
sas knew his intensity provoked strong reactions. “God gave me this ability,”
he once said, “to use words to float the good to heaven and sink the bad to
hell.” The friar possessed a strangely numinous pull, his passion for the
wretched transfixing those around him.

Recitations of horrific abuses were followed by dense scholastic argu-
ments. Las Casas cited Cicero to insist that New World people were free
not because they possessed individual rights, in the modern sense, but be-
cause they were gente, individuals who came together to live socially—*“genzes
para vivir socialmente,” as Las Casas wrote. They were equal to Spaniards
and could not be considered “natural slaves.” There were too many of them
for Aristotle’s criteria to apply.

The notion that there existed a category of people on earth who were
bestial monsters, “errors of nature,” required, as Las Casas, ever the logi-
cian, put it, that such creatures exist in limited numbers. Las Casas contin-
ued to believe that the Indies were home to most of the world’s population.
It was inconceivable, he said, that God would create so many people as an
inferior class. “Only someone who despises God and was an enemy of na-
ture,” Las Casas said, “would dare to write that the great mass of people
who lived on the other side of the ocean were barbarians, savages, lacking
reason.” As he moved through his argument he introduced a Latin re-
frain, repeated each time he came to a point: ;Valear Aristoteles/—Goodbye
Aristotle!"

More than a few of Charles’s advisers thought there was something odd,
perverse even, about the hold the Dominican had on their king. They dis-

missed Las Casas, alon@m’gb ﬂ@ﬁrt%téfim,éltse“r}}éqterical mystics” who wrote
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in a “state of absolute delirium.” They saw Christ in the filthiest Indian,
Christ’s Crucifixion in every epidemic. Las Casas’s followers took every
complaint they heard from Indians in confession, no matter how fantastical,
as the gospel truth. Many of the Dominican’s critics, including other clerics,
were absentee encomenderos. They didn’t want to know the details of how

their foremen got them their gold and silver.

Groping in the Darkness

Spain was the first empire in modern history to have actively publicized its
colonial atrocities. The Franciscan Toribio de Benavente Motolinia couldn’t
understand why the Crown would allow the “printing of such a thing,” re-
ferring to the Brevisima Relacién. Perhaps, Father Benavente wondered, God
wanted the book published to give good men a chance to answer Las Casas’s
lies. Answer they did. Yet even when they were directly refuting Las Casas,
or just writing their own odes to conquistador glory, the ghastly scenes they
described were hardly exculpatory.?

Printers in Seville, Madrid, Valencia, Toledo, and other cities stamped
out sheet after sheet of carnage: mass hangings, drowned babies, torched
towns. They rolled out pages defending such horrors. Sometimes force was
needed to save souls, to bring guests to “the banquet table of eternity.”

Common soldiers wrote, or paid others to write, their stories of mayhem.
A good tale might bring land, an administrative job, recognition of title, or
a larger allotment of Indians. The reading public was eager for news of the
New World’s strange peoples. Strangeness and violence went hand in hand,
for descriptions of the first—especially of cannibalism—Ilegitimated the lat-
ter. “They eat each other, like demons,” reported an early history of Mexico;
“public butcher shops sold cuts of human meat as if they came from a cow
or sheep.” The most well-known account of cannibalism appears in a history
written by the veteran Bernal Diaz del Castillo to support his request for

financial compensation. Diaz even provided a recipe: “They planned to kill

us and eat our flesh, andeBWVl &Pﬂéhe M%ﬁserﬁséiy with salt, garlic and
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tomatoes.” “We killed many of them, and others we burned alive,” wrote
Diaz matter-of-factly of his would-be devourers.*

Even official reports were stuffed with descriptions of horror. Martin
Garcia Ofez de Loyola, Chile’s royal governor (probably the nephew of
Saint Ignatius of Loyola), wrote to the king of the mutilations meted out by
the Spanish on the Mapuche, in their long war for control of Araucania, a
region in southern Chile. The Spanish had turned Araucania into a post-
apocalyptic landscape filled with the walking near-dead: a “multitude of
lame and maimed Indians, without hands, or with only one hand, blind,
their noses cut off, earless.” Others were castrated, branded, and sold as
slaves. Some had their tendons cut. They couldn’t run away, yet, hobbled,
neither could they work.*

“Our cruelty,” Ofez said, “incites and animates them to die rather than
surrender.” The Mapuche think the unthinkable, the governor continued,
that all people are the same under heaven’s eaves. Heliocentrism, the idea
popularized by Copernicus, that the earth wasn’t the center of the universe,
nurtured the idea of equality: Doesn’t the same sun that warms Europe,
they asked, also warm us?

Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo, the notary who suggested putting Indi-
ans in cages to teach them the Requirement, wrote one of the first histories
of the Conquest, justifying Spanish rule while introducing readers to the
strangeness of the New World. The first European to draw a pineapple,
Oviedo feared that he had barely touched the “marrow” of the New World’s
“great and innumerable secrets, which remain to be discovered.”

“Shameless nonsense,” Las Casas thought. There was only one secret to
be discovered, one thing to marvel at: “the massacres of innocent people.”

“Silence all talk of other wonders of the world,” he begged. The Domin-
ican unwaveringly resisted exoticizing the Indies. No pearls and pineapples
for Las Casas, unless he was describing the coerced labor required to snatch

such items from the sea or the land. What was unfathomable was the devas-

* A whiff of the familiar. London burned its heretics, the last in 1612, within smelling dis-
tance of Smithfield Market@ﬂ@‘%(é@&ﬂl@iﬁd'\ﬂa{t%lalperhaps explaining the English-

reading public’s fascination with the New World’s “cannibal butcher shops.”
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tation wrought by Spain. There was no explanation for it, it was unknow-
able. Histories of the Conquest were mostly lies, exercises in “dry sterility”
that couldn’t “penetrate into the reason of men.” Historians were writing
fables, “groping in the darkness” of their own prejudices.’

So vast was the scale of cruelty that even Las Casas, who repeatedly af-
firmed that he witnessed firsthand the atrocities he wrote about, doubted, as
time passed, his own memory. Were Christians capable of such horror? “My
eyes saw all these things,” he wrote, “so strange to human nature, and I al-
most fear telling them, not believing myself thinking perhaps they were a
nightmare.”

The terror assaulted the senses. The smell of burning flesh and disem-
boweled viscera, the sound of the sizzle of the firebrand and the cleaver on
bone, wailing orphans and sobbing parents, the sight of pus-covered rags
wrapped around suppurating skin forced a range of emotions on witnesses:
anger, despair, sorrow, rage, repulsion, helplessness. It is too much to write,
as an early biographer of Las Casas did, that because of Jeremiahs like Las
Casas “the Spanish national conscience recognized the obligation” it had
toward its New World vassals. Spain wasn’t a nation but rather a patchwork
of fiefdoms transforming into an empire. And nations don’t have con-
sciences.

But the Catholic Church did have to defend itself as a magisterium of
mercy, charity, and love. Its priests were shepherds tending to sheep. Most
royal officials kept filing reports saying the sheep were doing fine. Las Casas
and others like him kept posting anguished letters to Spain reporting that
the sheep were being slaughtered at an incalculable rate.

A half century into the Conquest there still existed no legal consensus
that easily justified the ongoing wars. The Crown found it impossible to
translate whatever wisdom might be gleaned from all these deliberations—
much less all the published accounts—into policy. When it tried to enact
laws mitigating abuses, encomenderos balked and forced Spain to retract
them. The wheel kept spinning. Nothing could help authorities adjudicate
opposing unreconcilable opinions concerning the nature of indigenous

peoples. All they could d‘U&?ﬁWi@h%@%‘Wéﬁéﬁéﬂ’ read another treatise,

hold yet another council, issue another edict, listen to another debate.
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By Nature Just

On one side of the question were the brutalists, scholars like Gonzalo
Ferndndez de Oviedo and Juan Ginés de Sepuilveda who defended papal au-
thority and the belief that some humans were “natural slaves.” They weren’t
so crass as to say, as the frontline conquistadores said, that Indians were
animals or monsters. They agreed with Las Casas that such a belief was her-
esy. But they argued for gradations, and Indians were lesser humans. For
them, the conquest of the New World was fundamentally just, as was the
idea that the pope and Spanish monarchs held both spiritual and temporal
sovereignty over all the world’s people, Catholics as well as heathens.

They described war, evangelization, and resource extraction as three
parts of the same mission. Oviedo wrote that Indians were naturally indo-
lent, living among such abundance—within easy reach of those pineapples
he painted—that no wage could tempt them to work. They receded into the
forest rather than establish lasting contact with the Spanish. So evangeliza-
tion by necessity required coercion. And though they weren’t animals, many
of them lived like animals: “the great majority of them naked, barbarous,
and without laws and all subject to tyrants, and more distressing, to the tyr-
anny of the Devil.” They indulge in “abominable vices” and commit “sins
against nature, and in many parts eating one another and sacrificing to the
Devil and to their idols many children, men and women.””

“Crimes against nature,” Sepulveda said, legitimated their subjugation.®

Septlveda was hailed by popes, cardinals, inquisitors, and consultants to
kings as one of Spain’s preeminent humanists, meaning a scholar-theologian
who engaged with the wisdom and languages of the ancients. Having earned
his reputation by translating Aristotle’s works into Latin and the New Testa-
ment into Spanish, he was implacable in his defense of the hard edge of the
Spanish Empire, the edge that was sharpened in total war against Muslims,
Jews, and Native Americans. He believed that the inhabitants of the New
World had to be pacified to prepare the way for Christ’s Second Coming.

That Sepulveda, chaplain to the emperor, is considered an exemplary Re-

naissance humanist gi@b:bvp@ iof bgwiriglepfgparanoiac, and apocalyptic

humanism was in the early 1500s.”
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Sepulveda never visited America, though his arguments were appreciated
by its new rulers. Settlers in Mexico City sent him “some jewels and cloth-
ing from this land to the value of 200 pesos” in appreciation of his defense
of their interests. At a banquet in Barcelona, Cortés personally briefed
Sepulveda on one of his largest massacres, in the city of Cholula, home to
over four hundred “mosques,” as Cortés called temples to the god Quetzal-
coatl. There, Cortés’s men killed upwards of seven thousand residents and
plundered the city for days. Survivors crawled under the rising mountain of
corpses to hide. When they could no longer bear the stench, they crawled
out. The Spanish, waiting, “hewed them to death.”

Cortés called such killings “chastisements,” a warning intended to radi-
ate terror throughout the countryside and keep the people in “awe” of their
new overlords.

Sepulveda cited conquistador tales of Indian barbarism to argue that the
Congquest was just, and then conquistadores cited Sepulveda as expert opin-
ion that the Conquest was just.

They “bedazzled the world,” Las Casas said."

Sepulveda understood that Spain’s dominance of world politics depended
on Indian labor: America’s silver and gold paid for the empire’s many wars,
against the Ottomans in the east and low-country Calvinists to the north.
And so he, along with other influential Catholic theologians, made a series
of reinforcing arguments in favor of the encomienda system and natural slav-
ery. “The man rules over the woman, the adult over the child, the father
over his children,” Septlveda wrote, as the king ruled over his subjects and a
master over his slaves. Such a worldview justified both encomienda bondage
and chattel enslavement of Africans. Sepulveda also rejected Las Casas’s dis-
missal of Aristotle, citing stories of paganism, cannibalism, sodomy, rude-
ness, and savagery to argue that Indians might be humans, but they weren’t
innocent humans. All humanity may be one, but not all humans were
equal.!

Spain was the vanguard of the Catholic Counter-Reformation, a bastion
of reaction that was carrying out, through the office of the Inquisition, a

purification, and Septlveda’s, B%f?p@%qgwmgﬁt was bound up in this

movement. To question the legitimacy of Spain in America was to question
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the legitimacy of Catholicism in Europe, to throw open the door to Luther
and Calvin. It was a savage world, Septlveda argued, one that could only be
organized around an economy of coerced trade, forced labor, and con-
stant war.

Sepulveda’s most important argument in favor of natural slavery held
that Native Americans couldn’t organize themselves into a true civilized so-
ciety founded on property. The ability to possess was among the first ques-
tions that concerned Columbus. “I have not been able to learn if they hold
private property,” he wrote just after making landfall in the Caribbean on
his first voyage; “It seemed to me to be that they all took a share in whatever
anyone had.” The Aztecs “consider themselves the most civilized people,”
Septlveda wrote, yet they have “established their commonwealth in such a
manner that no one individually owns anything.”

For Sepulveda, indigenous peoples in the New World could not possess,

they could only be possessed.

True Dominion

On the other side of the question were the moral revolutionaries, the clerics
and jurists who humanized humanism. In the late 1540s, the Conquest
seemed like it might go on forever. The Spanish fought long campaigns in
the south, in Patagonia against the Mapuche, and, north of Mexico City,
against the Chichimec, who were blocking access to valuable silver mines.
The pacification of the Philippines and Florida was still to come. Amid this
interminable war, there emerged successive generations of Spanish thinkers
whose combined body of work anticipated liberalism, socialism, pacificism,
and internationalism.

There were the Franciscans, who came to Hispaniola on Columbus’s sec-
ond voyage and were among the first to condemn the enslavement of the
island’s natives. There was Montesinos and his fellow Dominicans. There

was Las Casas, absolute and inescapable, present either in body or spirit at

what seemed all the k@dwpi:@ﬁt%fdhmg{réﬁlgpn of the Spanish Empire.
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And in Spain, there was the law professor Francisco de Vitoria, like Las Ca-
sas also a Dominican.

Six years old when Columbus made landfall, Vitoria was educated in
Paris at the Sorbonne and came to be considered among the greatest legal
theorists, an intellectual heir to Aquinas himself. He was scholastic to the
core. To accept the first premise of whatever relentless argument he was
making meant accepting his whole claim. After graduation, Vitoria returned
to Spain to take up a professorship at the University of Salamanca, where he
was also affiliated with the city’s monastery, the Convento de San Esteban,
a cradle of critical theory and dissent.

Vitoria was Las Casas’s temperamental opposite, recessive, more comfort-
able debating theory and arguing logic than reciting facts. He wanted a
“more humane theology, a more intelligible theology.” Vitoria spoke cau-
tiously in public, using the “cold language of reason.” In private, he was
disgusted with the “utter impiety and tyranny” of the conquistadores, as he
wrote to a friend in 1534."

Vitoria thought that the solution to the problem of sovereignty in the
Indies might also be the solution to the crisis of legitimacy in Europe—to
the spread of Lutheranism, which was making it impossible to justify the
rule by Vatican dispensation; and to the spread of capitalism, and the crea-
tion of new secular interest groups, including powerful banking houses. In
1532, the Pizarro brothers conquered Peru and ruled as if Spain, much less
the Vatican, mattered not one bit. Two years later, Henry VIII announced
that England would form its own church and not be subject to the dictates
of the pope.

The Christian world was losing its focal point; papal power was in eclipse.

Vitoria grasped for a theory that might help stem the desegregation, an
answer to Protestant radical theologians who argued that “dominion was
dependent upon God’s grace.” Such a position taken to its extreme would
bring chaos: every man guided by his inner light, a million monarchs, an
endless revolution of the self. Applied to nations and empires, the result

would be perpetual war.

Palacios’s Requirement(ljénbv?g@lﬁ te geqaghize the world’s diversity, the
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necessary coexistence of different peoples: Catholics, Protestants, Moors,
Gentiles, Jews, and other sects. But his solution—a stubborn insistence on
the legitimacy of the Papal Donation—was untenable. A new law was re-
quired based on universal rules that applied to all, that could incorporate
the familiar people of the Old World and the rarezas, the oddities, of the
New. Vitoria composed such a law, justified not by revealed authority, nor
power politics, but by the idea that “all human beings” formed “one com-
munity,” and all the world’s nations formed “in a sense a commonwealth.”
This “natural law” was created by God but couldn’t be altered by God, and
bound all people regardless of their faith.

Vitoria never published a book or treatise. Yet his breakthrough lectures
on jus gentium, the law of nations, or law of peoples, were recorded by his
Salamanca students and published after his death in 1557 as Relectiones
Theologicae, which taken together were so rigorous, so generative of disci-
ples, they gave rise to a series of premises that formed the foundation of

modern international law:

* Reason and not divine revelation was the foundation of the
law of nations, which opened the door to political plural-
ism, to accepting both Protestants and pagans as poten-
tially sovereign.

¢ Indians were human beings, possessors of their own lives

and property.

*  Just cause was needed to wage war, to take captives, and to

confiscate property.

* Spain had a right to evangelize, but neither the objective of

civilizing nor conversion provided just cause for war.

* Nor could accusations of cannibalism, “pederasty, buggery

with animals, or lesbianism.”*

* Las Casas said that cannibalism couldn’t justify war since the most ferocious cannibal was
the encomienda, which consumed the bodies of its victims in unimaginable numbers. The

encomienda allowed the setl@@,ﬂysrtgm@gtdmaﬂﬁﬁiﬁhe “blood and eat the bodies” of

its victims.
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“Every country is full of sinners,” Vitoria said. If vice justified conquest,
then international politics would consist of nothing other than permanent
warfare. “Kingdoms could be exchanged”—or to use more modern terms,
regimes would be changed—"“every day.”"’

In response to theologians like Sepulveda, Vitoria insisted that Indians
had and exercised the right of property. Prior to the arrival of Spain, “the
barbarians undoubtedly possessed as true a dominion, both public and pri-
vate, as any Christian. They could not be robbed of their property, either as
private citizens or as princes, on the grounds that they were not true masters.”

Vitoria was one of the earliest Catholic jurists to argue that the pope’s
“donation” of the New World to Spain, and the division of the Indies be-
tween Spain and Portugal, was illegitimate. “When the Spanish first sailed
to the land of the barbarians,” they “carried with them no right at all to oc-
cupy their countries.” Neither the Catholic monarch nor the pope, he said,
had temporal power over the whole world. Refusal by the peoples of the
Americas to recognize Catholic authority justified nothing: not war, not sei-
zure of their goods and lands, and not the deposing of leaders. Indians were
rational beings who both had and enjoyed the right of possession and lived
in clearly recognizable complex societies with their own rulers.*

Vitoria insisted that only a systematic, rational law of peoples—;jus
gentium—could organize a fractured world."

Among his greatest challenges to the legitimacy of the Conquest was his
rejection of the doctrine of discovery. Since “the barbarians were true own-

ers, both from the public and the private standpoint” of the New World, the

* Vitoria raised doubts about the legality of the Conquest, yet he didn’t seek to nullify the
right to conquest; he believed that conquest in a just war was legitimate. And he laid out sev-
eral criteria that might allow a war to be considered just. He suggested that a just war might
be waged to free oppressed people, as Cortés helped free Tlaxcala from oppressive Aztec rule.
He also argued that a just war might be waged to defend basic rights, including the right of
free trade on open seas; the right of all people, including the Spanish, to travel, to engage in
commerce, communicate, and preach; and the right to use the things that make up humani-
ty’s commons, including water, fish, birds, and, conveniently, precious metals. Vitoria here
previewed later “free trade” arguments, foreshadowing future wars waged to open markets
and gain access to resources. In the decades following Vitoria’s lectures, Spanish officials in
the Americas increasingly cited@Qi@c}%ﬂlg&EﬁatMﬁm@&l’ays and communication as

justification for pacifying and enslaving uncooperative Native Americans.
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so-called right of discovery gives “no support to the seizure of the aborigines
any more than had it been they who had discovered us.”

Had it been they who had discovered us. Here, Vitoria cracks open the
door to ridicule, to a darkly humorous reductio ad absurdum humor that
used the premises of Catholic universalism to undermine Catholic preroga-
tive. To legitimate the barbarism of the conquistadores by invoking the bar-
barism of the Indians, as someone like Septlveda would do, was itself a joke,
a cruel one. The Mapuche understood the irony. In southern Chile, they
forced their Spanish prisoners to dress like Indians, while they donned
Spanish clothing. Would-be lords became “subjects and slaves, obeying the
Indians as their master and the Indians gave orders like superiors.” There are
different accounts of how the Mapuche executed the Spanish captain Pedro
de Valdivia. One describes Valdivia’s mouth being forced open and molten
gold poured in, a tribute to the unquenchable Spanish thirst for the metal.
Another version has the Mapuche leader Caupolicdn dress in the dead con-
quistador’s armor: a green and purple tunic, trimmed with silver and gold
thread, a strong breastplate and a steel headpiece topped by an emerald.”

Kitted out as his enemy, Caupolicin announced, sounding a little like
Vitoria, that he would soon “invade Spain and subject the great, invincible

King Charles to Araucana dominance.”

The Spanish Crown struggled to find a worldview that could organize the
power it was fast accumulating, that could justify the blood it was spilling
and mediate the extremes of Las Casas and Vitoria on one hand and
Sepulveda on the other. Charles and his counselors would have liked to si-
lence the critics. The king-emperor sent a letter to the prior of Vitoria’s Sala-
manca monastery, the Convento de San Esteban, complaining of priests and
professors who were questioning the “authority of our Holy Father in these
realms.” Charles’s tone was reproachful, and he ordered the prefect to shut
down all such discussions, sermons, and commentaries and confiscate re-
lated printed matter."”

Yet there was no tu@%}?%h?@ﬁ puinting press made criticism hard to

contain.



5.

New Laws

fter nearly three decades of advocacy, Las Casas had achieved a sig-
nificant number of ineffective successes. He won almost every bat-
tle. But little changed.

He had Spanish settlers banned from entering Verapaz in Guatemala, a
region meant to showcase the Dominican model of peaceful conversion.
The Spanish kept entering,.

In 1535, Las Casas wrote to King Charles’s wife, the empress-regent Isa-
bella, asking her majesty to stop the Germans in Venezuela from exporting
indigenous slaves to Hispaniola. Isabella ordered the enslaved Indians be
returned to their homes. They weren’t returned to their homes.

That same year, Las Casas successfully petitioned the Crown to condemn
two slave-raiding expeditions to the Spanish mainland from Hispaniola,
one financed by a member of Charles’s court, the other by a Genoese sugar
merchant. Spain ordered the slaves sent back to Venezuela. The slaves
weren’t sent back to Venezuela. They were distributed among Hispaniola
families as “servants.” Also in 1535, Las Casas denounced the pacification
campaign under way in the province of Nicaragua. The Crown ordered it
halted. The campaign continued. Las Casas wrote to Pope Paul III arguing

for the humanity of Indi@@ ﬂwdl @l‘ﬁtggima{g}%nced by the Domini-

can’s arguments, affirmed the humanity of Indians. They were “true men”
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said the Vatican in 1537, in the papal bull titled Sublimis Deus. God might
have been sublime, but Spanish settlers continued to disregard the human-
ity of Indians.!

So it went. Some success came in 1542. Las Casas was in Spain, in Seville,
still lobbying royal officials and church superiors, waiting for yet another
audience with the king while working on what would become Brevisima
Relacion de la Destruccion de las Indias. His determination paid off, as King
Charles agreed to a sweeping set of regulations, known as the New Laws,
meant to prevent settlers from becoming a landed aristocratic class. Las Leyes
Nuevas declared Indians to be free subjects of the Crown, prohibited the cre-
ation of new encomiendas, and mandated the dissolution of existing ones
upon the death of the encomenderos. The idea that this was a root-and-
branch revolution in colonial policy was reinforced when King Chatles
named Las Casas bishop of Chiapas, an elevation to a rank of considerable
power within the Catholic hierarchy.

In April 1544, accompanied by a contingent of forty-three Dominican
friars and priests, Las Casas left Spain on the San Salvador, the lead ship in
a convoy of twenty-six merchant vessels carrying the largest congregation
yet of religious people sent to the New World—Las Casas at the head of his
own holy battalion. The priests set sail in “glory,” one of Las Casas’s travel-
ing companions wrote in his diary, “singing liturgies and other songs.” Chi-
apas’s new bishop, many in the mission believed, had been invested by the
king with “powers and provisions” to transform colonial rule, to subordi-
nate settler life to ecclesiastical authority.

Las Casas was going “to free the slaves.”

The Protector of Indian Dogs

The voyage was hair-raising, the ships battered by storms. Nine of Las
Casas’s handpicked clerics drowned. In Hispaniola, settlers blockaded the
Dominican monastery where he and his close advisers stayed and refused to

provision the compou@dﬁg}}, f@%éﬂdl\(ﬂ%ﬂ%ﬂessities.

Las Casas resumed his journey to Chiapas, and Hispaniola’s Spaniards
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were happy to have him off the island. At the Mexican port of Veracruz,
what was left of Las Casas’s entourage split up, as clerics headed in different
directions to their assigned posts. Those who accompanied Father Las Casas
to Chiapas went by foot and mule, passing through villages that were just
then raising simple adobe churches, with carvings in their facade preserving
bits of pre-Conquest iconography of vines, animals, sacred Ceiba trees, and
even glyphs and symbols representing Aztec deities, including the god of
flowers. Many are still in existence. After traveling three hundred miles, the
pilgrims reached Chiapas’s capital city, Ciudad Real, sitting nearly seven
thousand feet above sea level. They received a cold welcome from the city’s
Spanish settlers—along with reports that the New Laws were everywhere
under threat.?

In Peru, encomenderos, in reaction to the New Laws, declared themselves
independent, in a revolt led by conquistador Gonzalo Pizarro, who had the
king’s viceroy beheaded. It took two years, but royalist troops finally cap-
tured and executed Pizarro, restoring royal rule. The uprising shook Spain,
which depended on Peru’s silver. In Mexico, Crown officials simply refused
to enforce the New Laws, while Mexico’s archbishop, once a defender of in-
digenous rights but worn down by years of fighting with settlers, wrote a
letter asking the king to suspend the reforms. Royal officers in the province
of Guatemala didn’t enforce them either. There, a group of encomenderos,
shocked that they wouldn’t be able to bequeath their Indians to their
sons, sent a letter to the king condemning whom they supposed was the
laws™ author: Las Casas, “a friar unread in law, unholy, envious, vainglori-
ous, unquiet, not free from cupidity, and, above all else, trouble maker.™

In Chiapas, Las Casas tried to claim the power to defend Native Ameri-
cans absolutely and without limits. Indians, Las Casas said, deserved full
rights, equal to the Spanish in God’s common “universo orbe.” Yet he was set
upon by the settlers, who, due to their small numbers, lived in fear of Ciudad
Real’s growing, increasingly defiant Maya population. Spanish protesters
surrounded Las Casas’s rectory. They yelled insults, calling him a “protector
of Indian dogs,” and held up copies of Vatican edicts that gave the Americas

to Spain and Portugal. Sl@%fﬂl@ﬁifgoclmgyeypgprstood the threat dis-

sident jurists and theologians represented to their interests. For them, e/
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Requerimiento was still the last word. Las Casas’s deacon disobeyed his or-
ders and the town’s sheriff refused to protect the bishop. At one point, Las
Casas escaped a violent mob by taking refuge in the Indian part of town.
There he was treated warmly.

Elsewhere, in Nicaragua and southern Mexico, priests who tried to en-
force the New Laws were targeted. Some were killed, others imprisoned. Las
Casas soon understood that rather than giving him a command center to
supervise the enforcement of the New Laws, his Church superiors had seated
him on the top of a remote mountain, besieged by enemies, unprotected and
far from centers of colonial power. He decided to give up his post and return
to Spain, never again to set foot in the New World. By now, the most impor-
tant provisions of the New Laws had been revoked, and what was left of the
legislation was, in many places, ignored.’

Once back in Spain, Las Casas watched the same pattern of unenforce-
able policy victories play out. He convinced Charles that encomenderos who
didn’t provide for religious instruction should be obligated to pay repara-
tions to their commended Indians. Encomenderos paid no mind to this
obligation. In 1548, the Crown issued a law freeing most Indian slaves.
They remained slaves, the names of their owners fire-branded on their fore-
heads.

The Dominican lobbied Charles to halt the Conquest until the political
status of Native Americans could be decided once and for all. Charles
agreed. The Conquest continued. The king’s advisers suggested that the
Crown stop using the word conquest. Instead, they said, let’s call Spain’s ad-
vances across the Americas and the Pacific “discoveries.”

Whatever the word used, fighting continued. The Philippines and Flor-
ida were incorporated into the realm. The Spanish continued their war on
the unvanquished peoples in southern Chile and northern Mexico. Her-
nando de Soto’s expedition into North America’s southwest reaped only a
single string of pearls as booty but left behind a trail of “sadism and violence
that included murder, rape, maiming, and enslavement.”

Charles was the “world emperor,” the ruler of Holy Rome, king of Spain,

and sovereign of the I\@WN?YbihE’éﬂpﬂﬁgi%r%Ch of middle Europe, and

enclaves of northern Africa. He was enormously powerful—and yet no one
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of consequence in the empire would heed his will, at least when it came to
the enslavement and killing of Indians.

Unable either to stop the violence, or silence criticism of the violence, the
royal court had little choice but, in 1550, to convene yet another debate, in
Valladolid’s Colegio de San Gregorio, between the two priests most associ-
ated with slavery and liberty.

Juan Ginés de Sepuilveda defended the idea of natural slavery and spoke
in favor of keeping Amerindians enslaved. Bartolomé de las Casas argued
otherwise. Las Casas by then was in his midseventies, but he still had the
power to transfix. Reading from a massive manuscript, the priest spoke with
the same facial expressions, eye rolls, and playful use of Latin that had cap-
tivated an earlier royal audience. Scholars hold this “dispute” up as a high-
light in the history of ethical thought. Really, it was hardly different from
the case that Las Casas had long been making, including in his 1540 debate.
After each man—~Sepulveda and Las Casas—had had their turn, the royal
jury began its deliberations, which went on for years without coming to a
firm decision as to who had won.

“Great disputes took place among famous jurists, canonists, and theolo-

gians,” wrote Oviedo, “yet no good came to the land or the Indians.””

Rules and Advice

Frustrated, Las Casas rethought his tactics. Along with his companion of
twenty-five years, Father Rodrigo de Andrada, Las Casas established resi-
dency in various Spanish monasteries.* First in Valladolid’s Dominican Co-
legio de San Gregorio and, after 1561, in Madrid’s Nuestra Sefiora de
Atocha, the couple turned their monastery cells into the “general headquar-
ters” of an “ideological war.” Las Casas led seminars on indigenous rights,

and though effectively barred from returning to the Americas, continued to

* Not much is known of Las Casas and Andrada’s relationship, except that their friends nick-
named them Elijah and Enoch, @@pﬁéﬂi@ﬁ&%%&ﬂﬁiﬁm@h in the Bible who ascend to

Heaven alive.
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live, emotionally, in the New World, continued to witness its history with
what one Spanish historian calls his inner eyes.®

With the Caribbean destroyed and Mexico largely pacified, Las Casas
focused his attention on Peru. Unlike in Mexico, where Cortés, with indig-
enous allies who had suffered under Aztec rule, had quickly established ef-
fective Spanish authority, Spain’s hold on the Andes was tenuous. Upstart
settlers competed with royal officials for power. Spanish authorities also had
to deal with still living Inka royal elites, including one who had fled with a
large contingent of followers to the Andean piedmont and established an
insurgent rump Inka Empire.

During the last decade of his life, Las Casas had given up lobbying for
change within the councils of state and instead focused on radicalizing
Catholic doctrine, publishing at least eight theological treatises insisting
that true faith was irreconcilable with conquest and slavery. One controver-
sial passage argued that “all the things that have been done so far in the In-
dies, upon the arrival of the Spanish in each province, such as the subjection
and bondage of the inhabitants, have been a violation of natural law and
human law, as well as divine law.” The entire Conquest “is unjust, iniqui-
tous, tyrannical, and worthy of the fires of hell. Thus, the Conquest is null,
invalid, devoid of value, illegal, and therefore not a penny of tribute was
taken justly.” Settlers, he said, “are obligated to make complete restitution”
to the people they dispossessed. Septlveda referred this passage to the Inqui-
sition, calling it heresy.’

Las Casas turned to confession to advance emancipation. He got the idea
of using the Holy Sacrament of Penance as an ideological weapon from
when he was denied, prior to his conversion and renunciation of his en-
comiendas, absolution from a Dominican priest. After his debate with
Sepulveda, Las Casas decided to sharpen the strategy, writing a series of
“rules and advice” books for priests, on how to properly hear confession.'

The act of telling one’s sins to another man—as opposed to just praying
silently to God—represents the intercessional essence of Catholicism: the
Church as an institution that mediates social and spiritual life, that repre-

sents God to man and(‘f&ﬁ;?‘?iﬁﬁ‘éeb‘ (Ahgistianity’s early centuries, before

the sacrament was standardized into the private practice we know today,
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confessions were public events. They generally took place once a year on a
day set aside for reconciliation. Gathered neighbors might or might not
overhear the confession. Most sins were understood not as individual of-
fenses against individual victims but as acts that harmed the whole com-
munity. Even theft and adultery were treated as collective violations since
they tore at the social fabric, creating distrust, anger, and cycles of ven-
geance. The public performance of absolution on the part of the priest thus
was an important element in the ritual of communal healing."

The fight against Lutheranism and Calvinism elevated the importance of
confession. Reforms enacted by the Council of Trent in the middle of the
1500s led to a reimagining of the sacrament, investing in the confessor
the symbolic power of “judge,” charged with probing the inner thoughts of
the penitent. The legal imagery was reinforced in the 1560s with the intro-
duction of the confessional booth, which gave the priest his own small
courtroom. The anonymity of the booth detached the sacrament from its
communitarian origins and reinforced the individualizing thrust of the
time, the idea of sin and forgiveness as a private matter between man and
maker. Increasingly, penitents were confessing not just sins of commission
but sins of intent and desire, vices such as lust and envy."

Las Casas wasn’t interested in digging deeper into the interior of man’s
mind and soul. The bishop went in the other direction. Contrition for him,
especially one’s final confession, was the furthest thing from a private, psy-
chological matter. In his various treatises on the subject, he pushed for atone-
ment to be maintained as a collective ritual—one focused not on the small
grievances of rural life but on the empire’s greatest crimes against humanity.

Medieval wills of penitents who broke the Eighth Commandment, the
prohibition against stealing, often contained codicils detailing how restitu-
tion, or reparations, would be made to victims, either by attestants or by
their heirs. Failure to make reparations was considered a mortal sin. There
was nothing controversial or exceptional about this practice, until Las
Casas—taking advantage of the Counter-Reformation’s empowerment of
the confessor—applied it to the Conquest. He intended his “rules and ad-

vice” to do what the New é%%a@ f:ﬂ]éél tR/I‘é‘Te‘VI}EF the Crown had failed

to do: break encomienda power.
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The Conquest, Las Casas said, was one large act of theft, and theft was a
sin. A penitent was to ask forgiveness not just from God but from his com-
mended Indians and slaves: “For the injury he did to them in making them
slaves, usurping their liberty.” Then he was to grant them “irrevocable free-
dom, without any limitation or condition.”

Las Casas instructed priests to interrogate the penitent’s personal history:
“Did you participate in conquests?” “Did you enrich yourself?” The person
seeking penitence would be expected to provide a detailed description of his
participation in “the wars against Indians” and “declare if all that he pos-
sesses comes from Indians.” One of Las Casas’s confessional guides defined
the Conquest as a collective crime, akin to what lawyers today call conspir-
acy or racketeering, and that the crime wasn’t limited to the riches one per-
son took from Indians but all the riches that everyone took. Las Casas’s
treatises listed “an astonishing variety of guilty Spaniards” required to pay
restitution: aging conquistadores, encomenderos, slavers, and mine owners.
Merchants were to pay reparations to Indians for selling weapons and other
goods that aided encomenderos in exploiting Indians: “arquebuses, gunpow-
der, crossbows, lances, and swords.” Horse ranchers were guilty too. “Horses”
were “the worst” weapon, Las Casas said, never having forgotten witnessing
their use in the Cuban campaign. Penitents were to make restitution not
just for the evils they committed, but for “all the evils and harms that others
did [or] with whom they collaborated . . . every one of them is obligated in
solidum”—that s, in joint liability."

Confessors, t0o, needed to be on guard. Leniency would implicate them
in the penitent’s crimes. The confessor “must tremble” in fear. No empathy
was permitted. Interrogate the conquerors and settlers to the depths of their
souls. Do not “oblige” where they need not be “obliged.”"*

Local priests sympathetic to Las Casas’s vision wrote their own guide-
lines, some more stringent in their insistence on reparations. In Mexico,
royal authorities had just finished burning Las Casas’s writings when a new
shipload of his confessional guides arrived, causing, according to a priest

hostile to Las Casas’s perpetual agitation, “no little uproar and scandal.”

The guides accused “Ce’(\jbl?rﬂlg andproemieuderps and merchants of being
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tyrant-thieves, rapists, kidnappers, predators.” The guidebooks declared all
tribute taken from Indians had been taken “unjustly and tyrannically.””

Las Casas had never visited Peru, yet his influence was felt. Indigenous
leaders were aware of his advocacy and repeated many of his arguments, as
did priests and clerics. In 1560, Lima’s Dominican archbishop, Jerénimo de
Loayza y Gonzdlez, a student of Vitoria, issued “instructions for the confessors
of conquistadores,” based on Las Casas’s template, throwing the highlands
into a moral crisis. Many original conquistadores, old and widowed, were
coming to the end of their lives and had to figure out what to do with their
estates. Las Casas’s insistence that the Conquest was something for which
one had to make amends had penetrated the minds of aging settlers. One
survey of last testaments drafted in Peru during the 1550s and 1560s reveals
that it had become common for dying conquistadores to confess their com-
plicity in the Conquest and to offer some form of “restitution.”

Nicolds de Ribera, e/ Viejo, the elder, a captain in Pizarro’s conquering
troop, presided over a casa poblada, a bustling house filled with family mem-
bers, slaves, and servants, with Lima’s notables coming and going. As Ribera
entered old age he drafted a will, along with a series of addendums. Read as
a whole, they reveal Las Casas’s stamp. Ribera confessed to having shared
in the looted gold and silver of the original Conquest, along with “ozros
despojos”’—other dispossessions, such as a large encomienda he had been
given in the Ica Valley, about 160 miles south of Lima. Ribera also confessed
to having “mistreated” Indians by taking more tribute from them than mer-
ited. After consulting with “theologians and learned men,” Ribera calcu-
lated that he owed the Indians of his encomienda fourteen thousand pesos.
“I took advantage of them,” he said, and intended to make amends. Ribera
had the “will” to “satisfy any and all Indians to whom I am bound.””

Coming from a highly respected elder conquistador who didn’t partici-
pate in any of the various settler rebellions against Spanish rule, Ribera’s
deathbed contrition carried weight, as one historian wrote, calling “into
question the legality of the conquest.”®

Then there was Captain Mansio Serra de Leguizamén. The captain took

Las Casas’s admonitions t(é@br}t/ ?Fdﬁ @Hr%g@,% death in 1589. Sixteen
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when he joined Pizarro at the sacking of Cajamarca, Serra used his will to
denounce the Conquest: “We found these realms in such order that there
was not a thief, nor a vicious man, nor an adulteress, nor were there prosti-
tutes, nor were there immoral people, each being content and honest in their
labor. And that their lands, forests, mines, pastures and dwellings and pro-
duce were regulated in such a manner that each person possessed his own
property without any other seizing or occupying it.” Captain Serra addressed
the king directly: “I wish Your Catholic Majesty to understand the motive
that moves me to make this statement is the peace of my conscience and be-
cause of the guilt I share. For we have destroyed by our evil behavior such a
government as was enjoyed by these natives.” Serra also confessed that he
received fifty thousand pesos of gold from indigenous tribute, and though
he couldn’t afford to pay it back, “it is what I owe them.””

Such dramatic acts of remorse were rare, however. Priests, especially em-
pathetic ones, had created a powerful cultural image: un indio triste, a sad
Indian, a miserable Indian, stripped of property, his prince dispossessed of
dominion, his community robbed of labor, land, and goods. Las Casas used
it as a political weapon in his relentless effort to free Native Americans from
settler rule. But the caricature was easily transformed into a pitiful image of
abjection, remedied not through a rollback of the Conquest but through
Christian charity, mercy, and good works. In the end, Ribera didn’t distrib-
ute his lands among his laborers, nor did he free his commended Indians.
Those he left to his son, Alonso de Ribera. Instead, to make up for the crime
of the Conquest, Ribera left money to establish a twenty-five-bed hospital to
treat poor Indian men and women. Other orthodox clerics also assured their
penitents that the obligation of restitution would be fulfilled by leaving a
donation to Church institutions. These donations wound up bolstering the
institutions of Spanish rule, the hospitals and other benevolent associations
that tended to the empire’s wretched.?

Elderly conquerors could also invoke the legal concept of “good faith,”
arguing that since they didn’t, at the time, know that the Conquest was a
crime, they weren’t guilty of sin. A typical clause ran: “I swear and declare

that from when I first eﬁ‘ﬁifjf @Htléﬁdl\lﬂ’éttiéﬂ?ﬁlwar was won, I always op-

erated in Good Faith, believing that the war waged against the Natives of
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the country was just because it was waged by . . . a Christian King, as if it
was a war against the Turk or Moors.” And there was, as Vitoria had once
written, “no lack” of complicit priests, “even within the Dominican order,”
willing to “salve their consciences, and even to praise their deeds and butch-
ery and pillage.””

Far away in Spain, Las Casas damned “good faith” defenses. “Invincible
ignorance,” he said, would be required for settlers not to know that what they
were doing was wrong. They must have been reading, he said, an amended
version of the Ten Commandments, one which allows killing and theft.

“Not one Spanish Conquistador,” Las Casas said, dropping the sarcasm,

“has good faith.”*?

Europe’s sudden, brutal contact with the New World opened a breach in
legal and moral thought. There was no law, no philosophy, no faith that
could justify what true humanists like Montesinos and Las Casas had wit-
nessed in the Indies.

Out of a splintered Christendom, as Luther’s Reformation gained ground
in northern Europe, the Conquest generation of Dominicans, along with
their Franciscan, Jesuit, and Capuchin allies, helped create a new ethics of
universalism, a step toward what the psychologist Sam McFarland has called
the “slow creation of humanity.” Early in his missionary life, in 1517, Las
Casas had infamously proposed importing Africans to free Indians from the
demands of the Spanish for their labor. Yet he soon considered the enslave-
ment of Africans as illegitimate as the enslavement of Native Americans. He
“repented,” as he put it, for making the proposal as he watched slavery mu-
tate into something infinitely crueler than what had been called slavery in
his Sevillian childhood. He condemned the Portuguese for using the cover
of the war against Islam to expand the trade, amazed at the capacity of Por-
tuguese historians to glorify “heinous” slave raiding on the coast of Africa
“as great sacrifices made in the service of God.” Even Vitoria thought Afri-
can slavery justified, since it was better to be a Christian slave than live free

in Africa. Las Casas, thm@]éms/ F?@lﬁtaédhl‘?/léft%(ﬁ’all‘ad rejected all excuses

for depriving Africans of their freedom.”



52| AMERICA, AMERICA

Erasmus, Thomas Moore, and other Christians were, at the time of Las
Casas’s most active period, elaborating a new humanism. But it was Las
Casas, and only Las Casas, who hitched the Catholic Church’s prophetic,
communitarian tradition that promised deliverance to political action. And
such action: he witnessed, he wrote, he preached, he lobbied, he theorized,
he consoled, he condemned, and he conspired. Las Casas stood against the
unfathomable brutalities of the Spanish Conquest of the New World, ad-
vancing a moralism that, no matter how much he appealed to the laws of

medieval Catholicism, pointed toward a modern ethics of equality. In this,

he was a kind of Adam.?
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