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the emergence of new sources, methodologies, and
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Series Editor’s Preface
Each book in the “Viewpoints/Puntos de Vista” series

introduces students to a significant theme or topic in Latin

American history. In an age in which student and faculty

interest in the developing world increasingly challenges the

old focus on the history of Europe and North America, Latin

American history has assumed an increasingly prominent

position in undergraduate curricula.

Some of these books discuss the ways in which historians

have interpreted these themes and topics, thus

demonstrating that our understanding of our past is

constantly changing, through the emergence of new

sources, methodologies, and historical theories. Others offer

an introduction to a particular theme by means of a case

study or biography in a manner easily understood by the

contemporary, non-specialist reader. Yet others give an

overview of a major theme that might serve as the

foundation of an upper-level course.

What is common to all of these books is their goal of

historical synthesis by drawing on the insights of

generations of scholarship on the most enduring and

fascinating issues in Latin American history, and through the

use of primary sources as appropriate. Each book is written

by a specialist in Latin American history who is concerned

with undergraduate teaching, yet who has also made his or

her mark as a first-rate scholar.

The books in this series can be used in a variety of ways,

recognizing the differences in teaching conditions at small

liberal arts colleges, large public universities, and research-

oriented institutions with doctoral programs. Faculty have

particular needs depending on whether they teach large

lectures with discussion sections, small lecture or

discussion-oriented classes, or large lectures with no

discussion sections, and whether they teach on a semester



or trimester system. The format adopted for this series fits

all of these different parameters.

This volume is one of the two inaugural books in the

“Viewpoints/Puntos de Vista” series. In Bartolomé de las

Casas and the Conquest of the Americas, Larry Clayton

recounts the life and times of a Spaniard who arrived in the

New World with his father in the early days of colonization

and conquest. After he witnessed firsthand the cruelty of

colonialism as the owner of an encomienda, Las Casas

abandoned his worldly career for a calling as a Dominican

friar. He became the most vociferous critic of Spanish

abuses in the New World, and particularly the practice of

enslavement of the indigenous population. Based on Las

Casas’s own writings and a close reading of the historical

literature, Clayton provides a sympathetic yet trenchant

biography that serves as an entry into the larger issues of

colonialism, slavery, indigenous resistance, and the early

colonial debate about human rights in Latin America.

Jurgen Buchenau

University of North Carolina, Charlotte
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1561–66 Las Casas in Madrid

1566 Death of Las Casas
1

Note

1 All dates relating to Las Casas largely from Isacio Pérez

Fernández, O. P. Cronologia documentada de los viajes,

estancias y actuaciones de Fray Bartolomé de las Casas

(Bayamon, Puerto Rico: Centro de Estudios de los

Dominicos del Caribe, Universidad Central de Bayamon,

1984), supplemented by Helen Rand Parish, Las Casas en

México (Mexico, 1992).



Introduction

The age of the exploration and conquest of the Americas

has undergone some remarkable changes in interpretation

in the past half century. This short book will serve as an

introduction to this seminal period in world history

encompassed by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

You will read about traditional and modern interpretations

of what happened, and how historians and other students of

the past such as archaeologists, ethnographers, and

demographers have defined and studied the changes in

world history prompted by this great encounter between

two worlds. As the distinguished historian John Parry once

observed, “America was not discovered by the Europeans; it

was truly a meeting of two cultures who had not known

each other previously.”1

Most readers are familiar with some of the bare facts of

the age of the conquest: the discoveries made by

Christopher Columbus; the beginning of the European

settlements on the large islands of the Caribbean, and then

the continuing conquest of lands and Amerindian peoples

across the continents of North America and South America

and including the connecting isthmus of Central America.2

But as researchers have probed more deeply into the

documentation and have embraced new priorities and

brought new perspectives into the equation of interpreting

the past, it seems that the history of the Conquest has been

loosened from its foundations and radiates with controversy

and differing points of view.

For example, to label it the “Conquest” of America is

hardly acceptable to a new generation of scholars. It was, as

John Parry noted, a meeting of two worlds, an encounter

between two civilizations, and you will often find



“Encounter” used as a substitute for “Conquest.” In this

book, we will use both, for each has a special meaning.

Conquest implies a superiority of one civilization over the

other, while encounter implies a greater equality of customs

and culture, each different in many ways but neither

“superior” in overall qualities. That the Spanish and

Portuguese wielded a technological and military superiority

over most of the Amerindian peoples, from the village-level

people of the Caribbean to the great state-level Archaic

empires of the Aztec in Mexico and Inca in Peru, is generally

true, and thus “conquest” by arms is appropriate.3 But even

within this category, there is disagreement. The Spanish,

armed with swords of Toledan steel and great war horses,

did not simply ride roughshod over Amerindians armed with

primitive weapons, absolutely intimidating and

overwhelming the Tainos, for example, on the island of

Española or the Aztecs of central Mexico. The first “battle”

or campaign between the Tainos and Spaniards on Española

went to the Tainos, and the mighty conquistador of the

Aztecs, Hernán Cortés, waged a campaign of fire and terror

between 1519 and 1523 on the Aztecs, the outcome of

which was not a given. The Aztec warriors gave as much as

they took and the pendulum of battle swung back and forth,

driven by courage, wile, terror, technology, and disease, all

in different proportions at different times of the campaign.

The first chronicles or histories of any given era—such as

the Encounter—are usually the ones to establish the

“orthodox” or traditional view of what happened. History is

based on documentary evidence, which by definition is

based on written records. Since the Spanish were literate

and the great bulk of the Indian population was not, the first

chronicles and records of the Conquest were produced by

Spaniards. Their point of view was celebratory and

triumphant, while the Indian perspective was submerged or



highly skewed, seen through the lens of Spanish customs

and traditions.

The Spanish, or Eurocentric, perspective is challenged by

contradictory evidence and points of view, many of them

recent, born of new scholarship, but some perspectives—as

you will read shortly below—arise from eyewitness accounts

by Spaniards of the epoch itself. Some of these

eyewitnesses did not view the Conquest as the unvarnished

triumph of Spanish culture and Christianity over Amerindian

barbarism and paganism. Other issues dot the landscape of

the Encounter.

We do not really know how many people inhabited the

Americas when Columbus completed his first voyage:

Twenty-five million? Fifty million? One hundred million?

More? Nor are we sure how devastating the role of diseases

—largely European ones to which Amerindians had no

immunities—played in the eventual predominance of the

Spanish military conquest of the Americas. Scholars in the

mid-twentieth century, led by a group of demographers,

ethnographers, geographers, and historians at the

University of California, determined with some precision—

they thought—that the scythe of European epidemic

diseases, such as smallpox, laid waste the Amerindian

populations and thus made possible the swift conquest of

the Americas. It certainly helped to have “General

Smallpox” marching alongside Hernán Cortés into Mexico, or

with Francisco Pizarro into Peru in 1532, but recent

scholarship has considerably downplayed the role of disease

and instead substituted the growing weight of European

settlers to the Americas as a factor in the Encounter.4 Even

the widespread assertion that a smallpox pandemic spread

with terrifying rapidity across Mexico and Peru has been

questioned in the light of studies on the actual spread of the

disease—usually slowly and only among families, household

members and others who had to be in close contact with an



infected person. Reports of the spread and devastating

effects of smallpox, as described by chroniclers, and

accepted by historians of the twentieth century looking to

the germs and diseases theory to account for the rapidity of

the Spanish Conquest, simply do not conform to how

smallpox spreads.5

The legends of the Spanish conquistadors have been

persistent, given life by the accounts of the Spanish

themselves of course.6 Did the Amerindians really consider

the European strangers to be gods in some human form?

Were Amerindians religions so different from the Roman

Catholicism that came in with the Spaniards? Did these

same Spaniards truly think of the Amerindians as a lesser

form of humankind?

These and other questions, and how they are addressed

and answered, come broadly under the category of

historiography, which is the study of how historians over the

ages have interpreted the facts. In the pages that follow,

you will find three basic elements, all essential to any good

history: first, a presentation of the basics of the exploration,

discovery, and conquest of the Americas; second, a

presentation and discussion of the differing interpretations

of what it all actually means—often very nuanced but

sometimes radically different; and third, woven into all of

this, the life of one man, Bartolomé de las Casas (1485–

1566), to give this history a human face. Las Casas,

however, was no ordinary Spanish settler in the “Indies” (a

term employed by the Spanish to describe the Americas,

along with the “New World” occasionally).7

Arguably the most important person of the age after

Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), Las Casas was involved

at almost every stage, major event, or controversy of the

Conquest in one fashion or another. Las Casas, who became

a priest and later a Dominican friar, was formed by the


