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Bartolomé de las Casas: A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies
Bartolomé de las Casas: A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies is a first-hand account of the Spanish Conquistadores journey of imperialism in the Americas written in 1542. Specifically, this is an account of the genocide, torture, slavery and utter destruction inflicted upon the native Americans by the Conquistadores. Bartolomé de las Casas goes on to explain how these tragedies came to fruition, the effects it would have on the cultures and societies for centuries to come, and the nature of the indigenous people of the Americas. Bartolomé de las Casas begins the book with background information on how the Spanish found themselves as proclaimed lords of these lands and the rath that would follow this proclamation and colonization. 
This book begins with a brief synopsis that talks of Bartolomé de las Casas, or Causas, and his experience of writing this account and going to the Spanish court to give the emperor an eye-witness account of the atrocities committed in the Americas of which they’d never heard. 
This continues into the preface which gives the reader a look into the lives of the indigenous Americans, the motives and nature of the Spanish colonizers, and the grievances Las Casas has with the colonization movement. Along with this, he gives a relatively brief look at the history of the Americas and their civilizations. Las Casas speaks of some examples of the brutal treatment and destruction experienced by the indigenous Americans. Some of these examples include leaving about thirty occupied islands around Puerto Rico destitute and doing the same to plenty other Caribbean islands with the sole motive being described by Las Casas as “purely and simply greed” [Las Casas 11].  
For the remainder of the book, Las Casas goes on describing the destruction and tragedy he witnessed the colonizers impose on each region in the Americas. This begins with the region of Hispaniola, the first to experience the coming of Europeans to the Americas and the first to experience their rath of murder and devastation. Here, Las Casas recalls the innocence of the natives and their willingness to offer food while the Europeans tortured and murdered them, even raping the wife of the paramount chief of the entire island [Las Casas 14]. The Europeans, sent there on the word of the pope, ravaged each of the five kingdoms of Hispaniola with torture, slavery and genocide in search of gold and glory. 
As expected, the islands of Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Jamaica were all treated similarly to Hispaniola. Each being colonized for their rich assortment of natural resources, the Europeans tortured them, through them to the wild dogs, burned them alive and reduced their population to a sliver of what it was previously. 
Then in 1514, a governor, Pedro Arias de Avila, landed on the mainland, currently known as Central and South America, and was “the cruelest of all tyrants” determined to settle the entire area with Spaniards [Las Casas 31]. Las Casas states that despite the formalized objective and policy of the Spaniards being converting and saving the souls of the natives, this was disgustingly contradicted by the real policy of blindness to the events in the New World [Las Casas 32]. The mainlanders received them harmlessly and even offered gifts to keep their peace, but as before were ravaged by the Spanish practices. 
In Nicaragua, the same story of brutality and fear transpired. Upwards of five hundred thousand natives were taken from their home to be slaves and in addition, five to six hundred thousand were killed [Las Casas 40]. 
In New Spain, starting in 1517 the Spaniards destroyed the four or five great kingdoms across twelve years with all sorts of barbarities that can only be described as by a loss of the fear of God [Las Casas 43]. 
Received by the chief of the largest city in the kingdom with a ceremony. When the Spaniards were told there was no gold in Guatemala, the captain found them guilty of hoarding the gold with no due process and burned them alive. 
Nuño de Guzmán then arrived in the provinces of New Spain and Pánuco to commit further atrocities on the natives such as bartering a horse for eighty locals [Las Casas 65]. When the Jalisco province came to welcome the Spaniards with kinder, they burned cities and towns to the ground torturing the people of Jalisco [Las Casas 68]. 
The similar story of genocide continues to transpire with discrepancies as the kingdoms of Yucatan and New Granada, and the provinces of Santa Marta, Cartagena, Trinidad, Puerto Rico, the Paria Peninsula, Venezuela, Peru were all ravaged by the same ungodly acts of the Conquistadors in their search for glory and gold.  Such tragedies were committed across these lands that new forms of torture were developed, and the colonization committed atrocities Las Casas described as “chaos worthy of lucifer himself” [Las Casas 129]. Populations of the civilizations were murdered in the hundreds of thousands without a hint of humanity from the Spaniards. 
	Through these countless tragedies we can see the argument that Bartolomé de las Casas was trying to convey to us. From the moment that Pope Alexander VI gifted Catholic Monarchs of Spain, Ferdinand and Isabella, sovereignty over the unexplored lands in the Atlantic, Las Casas firmly believed that the indigenous people of the Americas were human, not goods that can be reaped for all their worth and were entitled to their natural rights. Las Casas was disgusted at the barbaric Catholic colonizers feeling like they had the ‘right’ to the goods and labors of the Americas. Las Casas felt betrayed by these actions proceeded on the name of the Church. 
	One aspect of the Conquistadors’ colonization that had a great effect on Las Casas sentiment was how gracious and peaceful the indigenous Americans were upon encountering the Spaniards. Las Casas compares the native’s behavior to the “inmates of a well-run monastery” [Las Casas 23]. He states that they never gave the Spanish “any cause whatever for the injury and injustice that was done to them” [Las Casas 23]. He couldn’t believe that his countrymen had lost all humanity to murder and torture innocent souls. It is very possible that Las Casas has romanticized the extent to which the natives behaved and welcomed the Spanish due to his strong feelings towards their injustice. While we do have to carefully analyze primary sources for any biases and we do not know the extent of their grace, we do know the that the indigenous people were peaceful and not deserving of any sort of war. 
	One aspect of the colonization that played a big part in colonization was the enslavement of the natives. In many places, it was either a false trust of the colonizers or violence that preceded the native’s enslavement. One recount from Las Casas exemplifies the persistent pattern of colonizers militarizing to enslave the natives when conquistadors invaded a town while the people were sleeping, burning their town and people in search of gold, and taking any survivors for slaves. In addition to this, Europeans would justify their acts with the tense that if the indigenous convert to Christianity they could be saved. However, it could rarely even get to this point when the natives could not understand the language and were distantly read their rights while the town was asleep [Las Casas 33].
	In order commit such atrocities in the name of greed, there must be an innate disconnect in the mind of the oppressors from them and their believed inferiors and a loss of all empathy or compassion one has. In order to perpetuate this, the system of colonization sets up the structure of perceived superiors settling upon foreign lands in order to ‘civilize’ a lesser society deemed as savage. Colonialism allows for this narrative of the white savior to persist. Whether it be in Africa, Asia or both Americas, this system of robbery and murder disguised as salvation has continued for thousands of years just like this with tragedy in all forms. 
	This recurrence played out differently with each civilization reacting uniquely to their colonizer. For the most part, the indigenous people of the Americas were gracious and receptive to the colonizers with some accounts of ceremonies and gifts being provided to the Spanish. Las Casas gives an account of a lord in Cuba who knew of the Spaniards rath and that they were coming so he fled from them when they arrived. When they found him, they decided he should be burned alive for not succumbing to the clutches of colonization [Las Casas 28]. Despite this news, the people of the Havana region found trust in Las Casas when he notified them of what had happened. When they arrived in Havana, they were received by a welcoming party from the natives where the commander seized them and burned them alive the next day [Las Casas 29]. From these anecdotes and many others like them, it seems the indigenous people of the Americas showed nothing but peace and diplomacy to the colonizer and didn’t provide resistance that required any violent repression. Despite not deserving any violent repression, it was not the case the natives were handled correctly. When the indigenous would hide, the Spanish would send wild dogs to track their scent and eat them. When they would provide the Spanish with offerings of gold and gifts, it was deemed ‘not enough’ and would warrant a torturous murder. No matter the reaction the locals had, the outcome of murder and robbery was almost always the same. 
	When analyzing a primary source like this, we must consider factors such as intended audience in order to establish context. In this book, Las Casas was writing directly to the Spanish crown in hope of providing information that could convince the king to enact new laws to stop the genocides. What sets Las Casas apart from other Europeans or colonizers in this situation is that he has taken the side of the oppressed and not the oppressors. When we take this into account, we can better analyze the truth of the situation through values and motives revealed combined with the texts provided. 
	After reading and analyzing this first-hand account of the colonization of the Americas by Bartolomé de las Casas, I have to say I feel betrayed by the classrooms and education systems of the West to have been left so unaware of the greater truth of the situation. It is understandable that the brutality of the truth is hidden as we grow up and are taught these things, however it feels that the way the story was conveyed misconstrues the reality of the history. For instance, even in the textbook for this class “Worlds Together Worlds Apart”, when talking about exploration in the Atlantic it is connotated as a struggle for bureaucratic expansion and only mentions the pillaging and resistance [Tignor 449]. Whereas when the story comes out from those who witnessed it, we can see the lack of emphasis given to the nature of these pillages and colorizations. This is something that has had a big impact on mine and others understanding of this part of history. Not until more recently had I begun to understand the reality of this history. Through the exposure to many more historical texts and primary sources, my understanding has shifted from one that had recognized this as a selfish exploration and expansion for empirical benefits to one that is aware of the brutality, greed and evil involved with this ‘exploration’ and imperialism.  
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