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Introduction 

Bartolomé de Las Casas was a Dominican priest who was one of the first Spanish settlers in the 

New World. After participating in the conquest of Cuba, Las Casas freed his own slaves and 

spoke out against Spanish cruelties and injustices in the empire. He argued for the equal 

humanity and natural rights of the Native Americans. Las Casas worked for the conversion of 

Native Americans to Christianity and for their better treatment. Pope Paul III agreed and issued 

an edict in 1537 banning the enslavement of Native Americans. The Spanish crown also agreed 

and banned in the 1542 New Laws the enslavement of Native American. In 1550, the crown 

abolished the encomienda system, which had allowed the Spanish to seize Native Americans’ 

lands and force their labor. In 1552, Las Casas published a shocking account of Spanish 

cruelties, A Very Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies. He blamed the depopulation of 

the Native American populations on Spanish brutality rather than on the spread of disease. This 

gave rise to the Black Legend, a legend that Protestant nations such as England and the 

Netherlands used as propaganda to denounce the imperial system of Catholic Spain and 

promote their own means of settlement, which they viewed as more peaceful and benevolent. 

 

 

 

https://billofrightsinstitute.org/e-lessons/bartolome-de-las-casas-account-of-the-destruction-of-the-indies
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/e-lessons/bartolome-de-las-casas-account-of-the-destruction-of-the-indies


Text 

As for the vast mainland, which is ten times larger than all Spain, even including Aragon and Portugal, 

containing more land than the distance between Seville and Jerusalem, or more than two thousand 

leagues, we are sure that our Spaniards, with their cruel and abominable acts, have devastated the 

land and exterminated the rational people who fully inhabited it. We can estimate very surely and 

truthfully that in the forty years that have passed, with the infernal actions of the Christians, there have 

been unjustly slain more than twelve million men, women, and children. In truth, I believe without 

trying to deceive myself that the number of the slain is more like fifteen million. 

The common ways mainly employed by the Spaniards who call themselves Christian and who have gone 

there to extirpate those pitiful nations and wipe them off the earth is by unjustly waging cruel and 

bloody wars. Then, when they have slain all those who fought for their lives or to escape the tortures 

they would have to endure, that is to say, when they have slain all the native rulers and young men 

(since the Spaniards usually spare only the women and children, who are subjected to the hardest and 

bitterest servitude ever suffered by man or beast), they enslave any survivors. With these infernal 

methods of tyranny they debase and weaken countless numbers of those pitiful Indian nations. 

Their reason for killing and destroying such an infinite number of souls is that the Christians have an 

ultimate aim, which is to acquire gold, and to swell themselves with riches in a very brief time and thus 

rise to a high estate disproportionate to their merits. It should be kept in mind that their insatiable greed 

and ambition, the greatest ever seen in the world, is the cause of their villainies. And also, those lands 

are so rich and felicitous, the native peoples so meek and patient, so easy to subject, that our 

Spaniards have no more consideration for them than beasts. And I say this from my own knowledge of 

the acts I witnessed. But I should not say “than beasts” for, thanks be to God, they have treated beasts 

with some respect; I should say instead like excrement on the public squares. And thus they have 

deprived the Indians of their lives and souls, for the millions I mentioned have died without the Faith 

and without the benefit of the sacraments. This is a well-known and proven fact which even the tyrant 

Governors, themselves killers, know and admit. And never have the Indians in all the Indies committed 

any act against the Spanish Christians, until those Christians have first and many times committed 

countless cruel aggressions against them or against neighboring nations. For in the beginning the Indians 

regarded the Spaniards as angels from Heaven. Only after the Spaniards had used violence against them, 

killing, robbing, torturing, did the Indians ever rise up against them. 

abominable (adj): hateful, detestable 

infernal (adj): wretched, detestable 

extirpate (v): to destroy, eradicate 

servitude (n): slavery, bondage 

felicitous (adj): well-chosen 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Who was Bartolomé de Las Casas? 

 

2. Who was his audience? 

 

3. What was his primary concern regarding Spanish settlement of the 

Americas? 

 

4. Is Las Casas a reliable source for this topic? Explain. 

 

5. After reading the title, what do you think was the goal of his document? 

 

6. How does Las Casas describe the actions of the Spanish? How does he 

describe the Native Americans? 

 

7. How do the Spanish treat Native Americans, according to this passage? 

 

8. Why does Las Casas say the Spanish conquistadors are so cruel? What are 

their vices? 

 

9. Why did the Spanish conquistadors go to the New World? 

 

10. Why was there conflict in the Spanish Empire and within Christendom over 

the treatment of the Native Americans? 

 

11. Were Las Casas’s claims about the numbers of Native Americans killed 

accurate? Explain your answer. 

 

12. How might point of view affect bias in this source? 

 

 


