Excerpts from Las Casas, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, 1542
1. Circle unknown words and write de nitions given in class to the left.
2. Annotate the article by indicating what Las Casas’ main ideas are on the right (one sentence per
paragraph). Write the annotation out and highlight supporting quotes.
3. In a paragraph of 75 words, explain why some historians maintain that the Spanish Conquest should
be called a genocide. Please include at least three well explained quotes from the document.
The Americas were discovered in 1492, and the rst Christian settlements
established by the Spanish the following year. It is accordingly forty-nine
years now since Spaniards began arriving in numbers in this part of the
world. They rst settled the large and fertile island of Hispaniola, which
boasts six hundred leagues of coastline and is surrounded by a great
many other large islands, all of them, as I saw for myself, with as high a
native population as anywhere on earth. . . .

. . . I have time and again met Spanish laymen who have been so struck
by the natural goodness that shines through these people that they
frequently can be heard to exclaim: "These would be the most blessed
people on earth if only they were given the chance to convert to
Christianity.”

It was upon these gentle lambs, imbued by the Creator with all the
qualities we have mentioned, that from the very rst day they clapped
eyes on them the Spanish fell like ravening wolves upon the fold, or like
tigers and savage lions who have not eaten meat for days. The pattern
established at the outset has remained unchanged to this day, and the
Spaniards still do nothing save tear the natives to shreds, murder them
and in ict upon them untold misery, su ering and distress, tormenting,
harrying and persecuting them mercilessly. . . .

When the Spanish rst journeyed there, the indigenous population of the
island of Hispaniola stood at some three million; today only two hundred
survive. The island of Cuba . . . is now to all intents and purposes
uninhabited;" and two other large, beautiful and fertile islands, Puerto
Rico and Jamaica, have been similarly devastated. Not a living soul
remains today on any of the islands of the Bahamas, which lie to the north
of Hispaniola and Cuba . . . . The native population, which once numbered
some ve hundred thousand, was wiped out by forcible expatriation to the
island of Hispaniola, a policy adopted by the Spaniards in an endeavour
to make up losses among the indigenous population of that island. . . . .

On the mainland, we know for sure that our fellow-countrymen have,
through their cruelty and wickedness, depopulated and laid waste an area
which once boasted more than ten kingdoms, each of them larger in area
than the whole of the Iberian Peninsula. The whole region, once teeming
with human beings, is now deserted over a distance of more than two
thousand leagues. . . .
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At a conservative estimate, the despotic and diabolical behaviour of the
Christians has, over the last forty years, led to the unjust and totally
unwarranted deaths of more than twelve million souls, women and
children among them, and there are grounds for believing my own
estimate of more than fteen million to be nearer the mark.

There are two main ways in which those who have travelled to
this part of the world pretending to be Christians have uprooted
these pitiful peoples and wiped them from the face of the earth.
First, they have waged war on them: unjust, cruel, bloody and
tyrannical war.
Second, they have murdered anyone and everyone who has
shown the slightest sign of resistance, or even of wishing to
escape the torment to which they have subjected him. This latter
policy has been instrumental in suppressing the native leaders,
and, indeed, given that the Spaniards normally spare only women
and children, it has led to the annihilation of all adult males,
whom they habitually subject to the harshest and most iniquitous
and brutal slavery that man has ever devised for his fellow-men,
treating them, in fact, worse than animals. All the many and
in nitely varied ways that have been devised for oppressing
these peoples can be seen to ow from one or other of these two
diabolical and tyrannical policies.
The reason the Christians have murdered on such a vast scale
and killed anyone and everyone in their way is purely and simply
greed. They have set out to line their pockets with gold and to
amass private fortunes as quickly as possible so that they can
then assume a status quite at odds with that into which they
were born. Their insatiable greed and overweening ambition
know no bounds; the land is fertile and rich, the inhabitants
simple, forbearing and submissive. The Spaniards have shown
not the slightest consideration for these people, treating them
(and I speak from rst-hand experience, having been there from
the outset) not as brute animals - indeed, I would to God they
had done and had shown them the consideration they a ord their
animals - so much as piles of dung in the middle of the road.
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They have had as little concern for their souls as for their bodies,
all the millions that have perished having gone to their deaths
with no knowledge of God and without the bene t of the
Sacraments. One fact in all this is widely known and beyond
dispute, for even the tyrannical murderers themselves
acknowledge the truth of it: the indigenous peoples never did the
Europeans any harm whatever; on the contrary, they believed
them to have descended from the heavens, at least until they or
their fellow-citizens had tasted, at the hands of these oppressors,
a diet of robbery, murder, violence, and all other manner of trials
and tribulations.

