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Juan Gines Sepulveda 

Now compare these [Spanish] traits of prudence, intelligence, magnanimity, moderation, humanity, and religion with the 

qualities of these little men (hombrecillos) in whom you will scarcely fine even vestiges of humanity; who not only are 

devoid of learning but do not even have a written language; who preserve no monuments of their history, aside from some 

vague and obscure reminiscence of past events, represented by means of certain paintings; and who have no written laws 

but only barbaric customs and institutions. And if we are to speak of virtues, what moderation or mildness can you expect 

of men who are given to all kings of intemperance and wicked lusts, and who eat human flesh? 

And do not believe that before the coming of the Christians they lived in that peaceful reign of Saturn that the poets 

describe; on the contrary, they waged continuous and ferocious war against each other, with such fury that they 

considered a victory hardly worth while if they did not glut their monstrous hunger with the flesh of their enemies, a 

ferocity all the more repellent since it was not joined to the invincible valor of the Scythians, who also ate human flesh. 

For the rest, these Indians are so cowardly that they almost run at the sight of our soldiers, and frequently thousands of 

them have fled like women before a very few Spaniards, numbering less than a hundred…. 

Could one give more convincing proof of the superiority of some men to others in intelligence, spirit, and valor, and of the 

fact that such people are slaves by nature? For although some of them display a certain talent for craftsmanship this is not 

proof of human intelligence, for we know that animals, birds, and spiders do certain work that no human industry can 

completely imitate. And as regards the mode of life of the inhabitants of New Spain and the province of Mexico, I have 

already said that they are considered the most civilized of all. They themselves boast of their public institutions, for they 

have cities constructed in an orderly fashion, and kings, not hereditary but elected by popular vote; and they carry on 

commerce among themselves in the manner of civilized people. 

But see how they deceive themselves and how much I disagree with their opinion, for in these same institutions I see 

proof on the contrary of the rudeness, the barbarism, and the inherently slavish nature of these people. For the possession 

of habitations, of a fairly rational mode of life and of a kind of commerce is something that natural necessity itself 

induces, and only serves to prove that they are not bears or monkeys and are not completely devoid of reason. But on the 

other hand, they have no private property in their state, and they cannot dispose of or bequeath to their heirs their houses 

or fields, since they are all in the power of their lords, whom they improperly call kings, at whose pleasure, rather than to 

their own freedom. And the fact they do all this in a voluntary and spontaneous manner and are not constrained by force 

of arms is certain proof of the servile and abased spirit of these barbarians…. 

Such, in sum, are the disposition and customs of these little men—barbarous, uncivilized, and inhumane; and we know 

that they were like this before the coming of the Spaniards. We have not yet spoken of their impious religion and of the 

wicked sacrifices in which they worshiped the devil as their God, believing that they could offer no better tribute than 

human hearts…. How can we doubt that these peoples, so uncivilized , so barbarous, contaminated with so many 

infidelities and vices, have been justly conquered by such an excellent, pious, and just king as the late Ferdinand the 

Catholic, and the present Emperor Charles, and by a nation that is most humane and excels in every kind of virtue? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Bartolome De Las Casas 

THEY who teach, either in word or in writing, that the natives of the New World, whom we commonly call Indians, ought 

to be conquered and subjugated by war before the gospel is proclaimed and preached to them so that, after they have 

finally been subjugated, they may be instructed and hear the word of God, make two disgraceful mistakes. 

First, in connection with divine and human law they abuse God's words and do violence to the Scriptures, to papal 

decrees, and to the teaching handed down from the holy fathers. . . . Who is so godless that he would want to incite men 

who are savage, ambitious, proud, greedy, uncontrolled, and everlastingly lazy to pillage their brothers and destroy their 

souls as well as their possessions, even though war is never lawful except when it is waged because of unavoidable 

necessity? 

What will these people think of Christ, the true God of the Christians, when they see Christians venting their rage against 

them with so many massacres, so much bloodshed without any just cause, at any rate without any just cause that they 

know of (nor can one even be imagined), and without any fault committed on their [the Indians] part against the 

Christians? 

What good can come from these military campaigns that would, in the eyes of God, who evaluates all things with 

unutterable love, compensate for so many evils, so many injuries, and so many unaccustomed misfortunes? Furthermore, 

how will that nation love us, how will they become our friends (which is necessary if they are to accept our religion), 

when children see themselves deprived of parents, wives of husbands, and fathers of children and friends? When they see 

those they love wounded, imprisoned, plundered, and reduced from an immense number to a few? When they see their 

rulers stripped of their authority, crushed, and afflicted with a wretched slavery? All these things flow necessarily from 

war. 

I shall show how wrong they are in fact, with great harm to their own souls. For the Creator of every being has not so 

despised these peoples of the New World that he willed them to lack reason and made them like brute animals, so that 

they should be called barbarians, savages, wild men, and brutes, as they think or imagine. On the contrary, they [the 

Indians] are of such gentleness and decency that they are, more than the other nations of the entire world, supremely fitted 

and prepared to abandon the worship of idols and to accept, province by province and people by people, the word of God 

and the preaching of the truth… 

Long before they had heard the word Spaniard they had properly organized states, wisely ordered by excellent laws, 

religion, and custom. They cultivated friendship and, bound together in common fellowship, lived in populous cities in 

which they wisely administered the affairs of both peace and war justly and equitably, truly governed by laws that at very 

many points surpass ours, and could have won the admiration of the sages of Athens… 

I call the Spaniards who plunder that unhappy people torturers. Do you think that the Romans, once they had subjugated 

the wild and barbaric peoples of Spain, could with secure right divide all of you among themselves, handing over so many 

head of both males and females as allotments to individuals? And do you then conclude that the Romans could have 

stripped your rulers of their authority and consigned all of you, after you had been deprived of your liberty, to wretched 

labors, especially in searching for gold and silver lodes and mining and refining the metals? And if the Romans finally did 

that, as is evident from Diodorus, [would you not judge] that you also have the right to defend your freedom, indeed your 

very life, by war? 

The Indian race is not that barbaric, nor are they dull witted or stupid, but they are easy to teach and very talented in 

learning all the liberal arts, and very ready to accept, honor, and observe the Christian religion and correct their sins (as 

experience has taught) once priests have introduced them to the sacred mysteries and taught them the word of God. 

1.  Contrast the two views expressed toward Native Americans.  What evidence does each use to support his 
position?  Are there any similarities?   

2. To what extent do the readings support the argument Gary Nash presents in the “Native American World 
View”? 


