
The Spanish Polemic on Colonisation  

Part 5: A Modern Criticism of Las Casas

What the Poets of Mexico Said 

Daniel Castro’s Another Face of Empire: Bartolomé de Las Casas, Indigenous Rights and Ecclesiastical Imperialism is a book that’s not without interest. Castro tries to take a more realistic look at his subject. Because of his tremendous campaign to force colonial Europeans to treat non-Europeans with respect (a most ambitious thing to attempt in the 16th century, or for centuries afterwards), Bartolomé de Las Casas is often sentimentalised. But it is fair to ask the question, how much real benefit did his campaigning bring to the people it was waged for? Could it be that there was something ill-conceived, or delusive, in his entire life’s work? 

However, when Castro calls him “another face of empire” one expects to be told something about a possible alternative. There should be somebody else who was not a face of empire but a face of… what? Who was there that had better ideas than Las Casas, a better grasp of what the Indians wanted and needed? And what was it that might beneficially have been done, though Las Casas didn’t do it? 

Castro eventually seems to give a kind of answer to these questions, though not the answer one might have expected. In a short preface his series editor claims that “he also addresses what few scholars have emphasised – the ways in which the Indians themselves confronted Spanish domination and abuses. Another Face of Empire highlights these strategies of resistance while showing how Spanish imperial policies undermined attempts at reform.” (1)

This claim simply is not true. Castro shows very little interest in the Indians’ resistance – either the physical resistance that went on all over Central and South America, sometimes very tenaciously, and could flare up again after decades of quiet (as in Peru), or the mental and moral resistance. And in fact, when he comes upon instances of the latter, he doesn’t show them much respect. His instinct is to sweep them into the dustbin of history.  

An example of this is his treatment of the famous encounter between the tlamatinime or poet-prophets of Mexico and the newly-arrived Spanish Franciscan missionaries in 1524. This seems to have been something like a public debate, with a crowd present. The statement made by the tlamatinime was recorded in the Nahuatl language, and the text was later discovered by the great Spanish collector Sahagún.  

“As the number of their compatriots was declining, the tlamatinime realised that this was perhaps one of the last opportunities they would have to meet face to face with the newcomers to try to convey their anguish, impotence, despair and frustration resulting from the process of forceful domination. Fully convinced that the Europeans knew nothing of their beliefs, they nevertheless wanted to impress upon them their concept of the divine and the principles they held so dear to their hearts. Although they were aware of their subordinate position as conquered people, they were neither passive nor submissive and they proceeded to present their views in the poetic manner in which they were accustomed:

Our lords, our very esteemed lords,

great hardships have you endured to reach this land.

Here before you,

we ignorant people contemplate you…

And now, what are we to say?...

Through an interpreter we reply,

we exhale the breath and the words

of the Lord of the Close Vicinity…

For this reason we place ourselves in danger…

But where are we to go now?

We are ordinary people,

we are subject to death and destruction, we are mortals;

allow us then to die,

let us perish now, since our gods are already dead.” (2)

In the English translation by Miguel Leon-Portilla (3) this poem has 134 lines, though some omissions are indicated. Castro doesn’t quote any more than the 14 lines given above, from the opening. But even if this fragment was all that had survived, there are signals to warn us not to take too much for granted. “We ignorant people… we common people”: the speaker who begins like that and then proceeds to talk confidently about very serious subjects is not being humble, he is trying to unsettle the other party. And the statement that the gods are dead is a very un-ordinary-looking statement. It looks highly suspicious. Who is this statement being made to, in what context, and in what tone? And what comes next? 

Castro has no suspicions. He leaps right in and buries the tlamatinime under a heavy weight of Hegelian-Marxist-Macaulayan philosophy of history.  

“The Aztec wise men understood their fast-changing reality, and they were moved to speak not just out of a fatalistic sense but also as the last remaining representatives of a vanishing world. As they met, both sides were aware of the irreconcilable differences between them. The tlamatinime and the missionaries represented the two extremes of an emerging new world in which the balance of the native universe would never be restored. 

When the dialogue with the missionaries took place, the tlamatinime were fully aware that the death sentence against their gods and their traditional way of life had been decreed long before Cortés had set foot in Mexico. Thanks to their mastery of the technology of war, the newly styled Spanish conquistadors were able to defeat large armies of warriors armed with stone and wooden weapons who could not overcome the power of horses, gunpowder, the cutting edge of the Spanish swords, or the cohesiveness of their fighting forces.” (4) (Here Castro somehow omits to mention the great un-technological fact without which this neat story might have been different: disease.) 

There are people who bury 17th century Ireland under this same philosophical rubble. The ideology of progress must be able to catch its own echoes in everything, and so Fear Flatha Ó Gnímh has no more chance of being heard than the tlamatinime. The latter did not in fact believe that their gods were dead. Leon-Portilla reasonably takes this statement to refer to what the Franciscans were saying. Nothing is more likely than that some Spanish Franciscan put it to his opponents in those very words: “Your gods are dead!” The tlamatinime quote his statement and just let it hang there, merely adding that since things are so, it is time that they themselves died too.  

What they say next is that they will tell a little about their god and their gods. The Franciscans have claimed that their gods are not true gods, and these words are disturbing (because of them we are disturbed, / because of them we are troubled. (5)) It is not what their ancestors used to say. From those ancestors they have inherited their entire way of life, which involves honouring the gods. The elders taught them that it was the gods who created life, where before there was only darkness, and it is the gods who sustain life in every way. All the great peoples of Mexico have reverenced the gods; is the ancient way of life to be destroyed now?

Hear, oh Lords,

do nothing

to our people

that will bring misfortune on them,

that will cause them to perish…

Calm and amiable,

consider, oh Lords,

whatever is best.

We cannot be tranquil

and yet we certainly do not believe,

we do not accept your teachings as truth,

even though this may offend you… (6)
That seems to be the core of the poem, not the ambiguous flourish about death of the gods. Even though a catastrophe has occurred which involves a great, inexplicable break in the continuity of life, and the tlamatinime know and acknowledge that, I don’t see how these words can be taken as their total surrender to progress. Quite the contrary, this is spiritual resistance.

The Case Against Las Casas 

The case Daniel Castro makes against Las Casas is based on three interlinked arguments. First of all, Las Casas imposed himself on the Indians as their self-appointed champion. His campaigning was done not together with them but in detachment from them, often at the other side of the ocean; he never learned any of their languages and didn’t get properly to know them; as time went on he became increasingly out of touch with the reality of their lives. Secondly, he was a missionary and an organiser of missions, committed to making all of the Indians Christians; therefore he too was a part of the “ecclesiastical imperialism” of the Catholic Church, contributing to a “cultural genocide”, (7) despite his commitment to peaceful means. And thirdly, he went into political alliance with the Spanish monarchy and thereby helped to justify its imperial claims in America, which were at the root of the Indians’ problems. 

“One of the greatest ironies concerning Las Casas’s reputation is that it is largely built around his work on behalf of the Indians, but during his long cumulative stay in America, roughly forty years, he rarely had direct contact with them… (8) (He) never hid his desire to be at the centre of power in the motherland, the familiar surroundings of the Spanish court, instead of being in America… (9) His paternalistic policies towards the Indians made Las Casas a benevolent but pragmatic agent of imperialism acting in sharp contrast to the mindless, cruel, and myopic colonists, one incapable of breaking through the invisible wall of alterity separating the natives from the Europeans.” (10)

Though he knows the biographical facts, Castro doesn’t show much sense of Las Casas as coming from a context. The context was his personal experience as one of the early Spanish colonists in Hispaniola. It was only after a number of years that he reluctantly concluded that the vast majority of his fellow-colonists were cruel (but not necessarily mindless: they were simply greedy, they wanted to profit as much and as quickly as possible from an available supply of forced labour) and destructive to the Indian peoples. The colonists were the Indians’ immediate and deadly enemies. So the great principle of politics came into play: the enemy of my enemy is my friend. If not enmity, there was certainly rivalry between the Spanish monarchy and the colonists for power in America. Las Casas set out to inflame that rivalry to the utmost and use it for the relief of the Indians. The Church also, which was interested in preaching Christianity to the Indians irrespective of whether this suited the colonists or not, could be appealed to on the basis of Christian principles, and in turn it could exert pressure on the monarchy. This was the strategy that Las Casas pursued with incredible resolution and energy, and it seems that his critics ought to propose clear alternatives. 

“Almost invariably these efforts were unimplemented and in most cases ended in failure; they rarely translated into tangible gains for the natives.” (11) The New Laws of 1542, however admirable they were, “would have necessitated a legion of bureaucrats backed by a military army to enforce all of their provisions… In practice they were unenforceable because the crown had neither the economic nor the human resources to create an efficient apparatus to execute them.” (12)

But even if we feel that we know all this with our hindsight, it was not so clear at the time. The Spanish monarchy, in fact, had more bureaucrats than most, and it did have armies at its disposal. In the aftermath of the New Laws an army was sent to Peru rather than lose it to rebel colonists. And Juan Friede showed that by the time of the New Laws Las Casas was well aware of the problem of legislation not being enforced because of the colonists’ resistance. (13) With this in mind, he made practical proposals which were sufficiently drastic to have given the New Laws a chance of working. His proposals were not adopted, but he did try. 

However, all this is rather at a tangent to what really interests Castro. He quotes the doctrine of Paolo Freire, who was active in the second half of the 20th century, as follows: “Political action on the side of the oppressed must be pedagogical action in the authentic sense of the words, and therefore, action with the oppressed.” Projecting this principle back four centuries and a bit, we find that Las Casas doesn’t measure up. “From this perspective, Las Casas’s work develops not with the oppressed, the indigenous people, but within the context of Spanish letrados, the imperial hegemonic culture, working to maintain the oppressive edifice represented by the occupiers.” (14) All through the book, this insight is hovering over everything that is said: if he really believed in the liberation of the Indians, Las Casas should have been in America constantly, on the ground, being prepared “to learn native languages in order to more fully understand the natives’ individual and collective problems, aspirations and expectations” (15) and working together with them to develop some sort of political movement on the basis of what they aspired to and expected.  

So then, Las Casas should have become an anti-imperialist facilitator, using his knowledge of the empire to undermine the empire, encouraging and promoting efforts to restore the Aztecs and the Incas? Well, … no! Actually, in his later years Las Casas was saying, loud and clear, that the Aztecs and the Incas must be restored under Spain’s overall sovereignty, and that the Spanish King, on pain of the loss of his immortal soul, must take all the necessary steps to bring this about. But this isn’t a goal Daniel Castro can approve of.  

“By establishing Spain’s relationship with the Indies within the dichotomous context of destruction-restoration and perpetrator-victim, Las Casas ultimately failed to bring about any measurable restoration of the New World. From the perspective of this absolute dichotomy, the answer to destruction was total restoration, and nothing less was acceptable. Even within the structure of the perpetrator-victim dichotomy, Las Casas’s efforts at restoration were carried out independently of the aspirations of the natives in the absence of a meaningful dialogue between Las Casas, in Spain and America, and the “victims” he was supposed to represent.” (16)

The possibilities for 'meaningful dialogue'

What might this “meaningful dialogue” have amounted to, taking realistic account of the time? (Opportunities to lead community projects in the manner approved for social science graduates trained in Freire’s theories were thin on the ground in 16th century America.) With one important exception to be considered shortly, the alternative figures Castro commends seem to be protégés of Las Casas, better linguists than him and more tenacious missionaries, who continued campaigning for his ideals in difficult circumstances in the decades after his death – people like Domingo de Santo Tomás. But in fact, Castro is forced to acknowledge that the best example of meaningful dialogue comes from Las Casas himself. 

In the 1550s the Peruvian colonists were seeking to have their forced labour institutions (encomiendas) made permanent and inheritable. They offered the King of Spain a great deal of money in return for permanency. Las Casas led the opposition to this at the Spanish Court, in conjunction with the caciques (the Peruvian Indian lords). These lords appointed him, along with Santo Tomás and another Dominican, as their plenipotentiary.  His culminating move was to offer, on behalf of the caciques, to substantially outbid any sum of money that the colonists offered, provided that the encomiendas were allowed to die out and the Indian system of social organisation was partially restored. Though the issue was not resolved, the colonists’ campaign, which King Philip had been favourable to, was effectively frustrated. 

Castro cannot deny that this is a spectacular example of meaningful dialogue with Indians. Unfortunately, they were the wrong Indians. “Las Casas’s inability to understand the complexity of class differentiations among the natives lent support to the creation of a dominant native class willing to continue exploiting other natives in the same way the Spanish had been doing up to then.” (17) One deduces that a true proponent of Indian liberation – a real anti-imperialist – would have set about undermining those social structures that Indian society happened to have produced. (Pedagogically, of course.) 

There are two different views in Castro’s book of what was happening in America in the decades after the Spanish invasion. One of them is stated fully and clearly, the other comes in sudden, surprising interjections. The first picture can be summarised as follows. 

“For the natives, the coming of the Spaniards signified the loss of freedom and traditional cultural identities. The wanton killing of Indians and their leaders not only brought about the precipitous decline in population; it created a state of collective depression from which the natives never recovered. The colonists never developed a coherent pattern of behaviour towards the natives despite their contributions to the invaders’ acquisition of wealth and nobility status. The lack of coherence in Spanish behaviour exacerbated the endless, unresolved contradiction obtaining in America: the Spanish understood that the labor of the Indians represented an invaluable source of wealth, but they did not hesitate to exterminate them if they offered any kind of resistance… (18)
The Amerindians had been accustomed to war and its consequences, and they had learned to adapt to life under occupation, but nothing had prepared them for the unique characteristics of these new occupying forces… The invaders assumed the role of masters and the vanquished the role of servants, an incipient proletariat in an emerging neocapitalist society still redolent of semi-feudalism. The choices available to the natives were limited to working for the occupiers and perishing – or resisting, and also perishing, while struggling to retain their own way of life… (19)
(There was) genocide perpetrated on all natives of America by the Europeans.” (20)  

However, other statements scattered throughout the book seem to imply a quite different view of what was happening, or beginning to happen, in Spanish America by the mid-16th century. 

“[Las Casas] alienated the colonists, precluding meaningful dialogue with them and consequently eliminating any chance of bringing about improvement in their treatment of the Indians… (21)
[In the Short History] he fails to represent the Indians as the equals of the Europeans and thus capable of social organisation, adaptation, or rebellion. His is a myopic vision that did not look far into the historical background of some highly civilised cultures nor could he envisage a future where ethnic and racial lines could be erased in an amalgamated society emerging from the main streams conforming Indoamerica. It is as if he imagined only an irreversible present… (22)
The bishop of Chiapa once again demonstrated that he was unable to adapt to the reality of a changing, dynamic, emerging society that was developing in the New World… (23)
Despite his professed affection for the Indians, and the show of support he had received from them in his visits to their settlements, Las Casas, as usual, seemed more concerned with the behaviour of his fellow Spaniards than with becoming closer to his native parishioners or with attempting to bridge the gap between colonised and colonisers…  The Dominican tried and failed to achieve drastic changes from the top down, while remaining ignorant of the process of resistance and adaptation in which the Indians were actively participating. After decades of subjugation, the natives had discovered the advantages of reaching a modicum of understanding with the colonisers, not because they unquestioningly accepted the superiority of the invaders but because, after their military defeat, they had realised that they could retain far more of their traditional prerogatives if they collaborated or appeared to collaborate with their oppressors… (24)
During Las Casas’s lifetime, the natives, with very rare exceptions in Mexico and Peru, were never present in the process of deliberation resulting in policies affecting their lives, just as they were absent from the determination of any legal or juridical process relating to the enforcement of the laws affecting them. Despite his long experience in American territory, he never became a part of that dynamic American society so immersed in the process of creating a new world. He was always the outsider straddling two worlds, unwilling to forsake his alterity… (25)
Throughout his long career, the friar’s inability to differentiate the events and processes that had taken place in the Antilles from the particularities of the conquest of Mexico, Peru and the rest of the American mainland became increasingly evident. It was this inability to assimilate the new complex dimension of the encounter between Europe and the high civilizations of mainland America that prevented him from implementing truly effective reforms… (26)
One has only to peruse his (History of the Indies) or the (Short History of the Destruction of the Indies) to realise that despite his knowledge and experience of America, there were profound voids in his knowledge of the nuanced relationships between coloniser and colonised obtaining in the New World… (27) 

It is largely his unwillingness to change, or even retreat partially, that defines Las Casas’s existence and is greatly responsible for his inability to accomplish any unqualified victories in his struggle in favour of the Indians or, even, against his most dedicated opponents…” (28)  

Some of these criticisms are absurd. The Short History of the Destruction of the Indies was a description of genocide, the genocide which Castro himself declares to have happened. It was a highly-coloured sketch and its purpose was to impress the need to stop this genocide upon the Spanish king and court. But the massive Apologetic History of the Indies had a different aim. It was intended to make a more profound impression on thinking, and it is all about representing the Indians as the equals of the Europeans, in some ways possibly their superiors.  

To say that Las Casas shies away from looking too deeply into “the historical background of some highly civilised peoples” is ridiculous, it’s quite the reverse of the truth. As a matter of fact, he makes a point of detailing all the “barbarous” behaviour which the ancient Roman writers attributed to the Spanish. We cannot look down on the Indians for their faults and bad customs, he says near the end of his Apologetic History, “because we ourselves in our ancestors’ times were much worse, whether in our irrationality and political confusion, or in the vices and brutal customs to be found all around Spain, as has been shown in many places above.” (29) Even from a glance at the Apologetic History’s table of contents, it is clear that the skeletons are being pulled out of Europe’s closets.  

Nor is it true that Las Casas was unable to imagine a future of racial blending. As far back as 1516, in one of the first practical schemes he submitted to the Spanish regent, he proposed a kind of cooperative agriculture, which he thought would result in the sons and daughters of cooperating Indians and Spaniards marrying one another. “The land and the people would fruitfully multiply” as a result. (30) Castro has actually mentioned this himself, but he seems to forget. 

However, it is not absurd to say or to imply, as Castro does, that American colonial society had changed considerably by the mid-16th century; that forced labour in Mexico and Peru was by no means as vicious and destructive as forced labour in the Antilles; that relationships between the colonists and the Indians were changing and could have been changed still further, to the Indians’ benefit; and that Las Casas was out of touch with all of this. Here Castro seems to have a large measure of agreement with the pro-colonialist Christian writer Jean Dumont, who has made this case at length. 

The reference to “that dynamic American society so immersed in the process of creating a new world” might seem surprising. Surely, insofar as there was dynamism creating something new, it was still being exerted by the Spaniards in their own interests? And the most dynamic Indians, surely, were trying to restore their own systems, as in the great Peruvian rebellion led by the Inca Tupac Amaru in the 1570s? But that’s when you take the larger social and political picture. One can’t deny that at the micro-level there really was dynamism creating a new hybrid reality. Unlike the Puritan English and Dutch of later times, the Spanish were not thoroughgoing segregationists. They mixed with the Indians, creating a mestizo or mixed-race group. And this is the group to which Castro tells us that he himself belongs. (31) 

The modern Latin Americans can be seen as “the children of la chingada [“the raped one”], as some modern Mexican literary figures have characterised the mestizo inhabitants of America”. (32) And nonetheless… by whatever dubious or quite outrageous means, history has managed to get this far, i.e. as far as ourselves… and we’re making our way in the world, and not doing badly!… So the aversion to Las Casas becomes more understandable. For all that he foresaw a mestizo America in 1516, it seems more than doubtful whether his later ideas, if actually put into practice, would have led to something like modern Latin America four and a half centuries on.

Motolinía’s Denunciation 

All of this becomes clearer when we get to the Franciscan Fray Toribio de Motolinía. He was “one of the senior members of Spanish missionary efforts in New Spain and a member of the legendary ‘twelve apostles’”, (33) i.e. those Franciscans who had faced the tlamatinime in public debate in 1524. In the conflict about making the encomiendas permanent, where Las Casas and the Indian lords on the one hand faced the Peruvian colonists on the other, Motolinía supported the colonists. He was also opposed to the view that Christianity should be preached by exclusively peaceful means: if the Indians showed themselves disinclined to hear the preachers, he thought force should be used. (34)  

In January 1555 he wrote one of the fiercest attacks ever made on Las Casas, which he sent to the Emperor Charles V. Castro’s tone is remarkably sympathetic when he tells the story. 

“In essence, the dispute represented the two aspects of Spanish occupation: on one side stood the idealistic, reform-minded Las Casas, and on the other the pragmatic-minded Motolinía, who, by sharing the daily life of the colonists, had come to accept their outlook concerning the natives and the relationship of the colonies to the crown. Inevitably, as was the case in all polemics in which Las Casas was involved, the argument devolved to the question of the encomienda and the encomenderos. Motolinía argued in favour of the encomienda by shifting the onus of responsibility from the individual encomenderos to the king. He claimed that since the king was the ultimate beneficiary of the encomienda, to declare it illegal would be to go not only against the crown’s own interests but to contravene its own authority as well. Furthermore, the Franciscan argued that at the time of his writing the letter, the encomienda was subject to such legal restrictions and scrutiny as to render Las Casas’s charges of abuses null and void.” (35)

Motolinía then made specific accusations, claiming that Las Casas had personally violated some of the New Laws that he himself had drafted. Allegedly, when acting as bishop of Chiapa he had made large numbers of Indians carry his belongings without payment. He had also left Indians who were anxious to become Christians unbaptised, demanding an unreasonable level of preparation before baptism could be given.  

“The letter went on to condemn the Dominican’s inability, or implied unwillingness, to learn any native languages. It also challenged the Dominican’s claims about the peaceful conversion of Indians in Guatemala, arguing that soon after the settlement of Tuzulutlán (known to the Spaniards as “the Land of War” J.M.) Las Casas had departed for Spain without regard for the fate of his newly acquired native parishioners. 

Las Casas never responded officially to the Franciscan’s accusations, but the incident illustrates the difference in approaches to the problem of the Indian between two different missionary orders and two different individuals. In addition to Motolinía’s approach to the wholesale administering of sacraments (he boasted that on one occasion he had baptised fourteen thousand Indians in one day with the assistance of only a single companion), there were profoundly irreconcilable differences in their conception and approach to what constituted true support and affection for the natives.” (36)

And here we come to the crucial statement. It was not only the colonists that Motolinía was closer to. 

“Concretely, Motolinía was closer to the elementary reality of America and its native inhabitants than the peripatetic Dominican could ever be. As Silvio Zavala has indicated, the Franciscan lived and worked as an apostle attempting to bring the Christian Gospel to the natives of New Spain for more than thirty years. While the one was concerned with evangelising, the immediate task at hand, the other was preoccupied with the more abstract issues of liberty and justice for the same people. Unlike Motolinía, who felt compelled by his praxis to remain in America, Las Casas felt the need to be at court, close to the centres of power, even if this implied being removed from the people most affected by his acts. While Las Casas approached the question of the Indian from a theoretical and philosophical perspective, Motolinía’s contact with the everyday, commonplace reality of ministering to the downtrodden found no benefit or use for the Dominican’s lofty idealistic aspirations. These differences between the two missionaries were clearly delineated in the Franciscan’s letter to the king. He challenged Las Casas to emulate the example of those who lived every day with the contradictions present in the New World. As he expressed in his letter, he thought little of the Dominican’s praxis: ‘I would like to see the aforementioned Las Casas, persevering for fifteen or twenty years, confessing ten to twelve sick Indians covered with sores every day.’” (37)

After this clearly presented contrast, Castro needs to give his more doctrinaire readers the reassurance that “at the same time, (Motolinía and Las Casas) incarnated two different faces of sixteenth-century Spanish ecclesiastical imperialism”. (38) 

But what he has implied is this: Las Casas ought to have been a radical version of Motolinía. He should have abandoned his court campaigning, got right in close to natives and colonists alike, and worked to promote concrete changes in the natives’ interests. In fact, he should have tried to make one particular fear of Motolinía’s come true. In a part of the letter to Charles V not quoted by Castro, Motolinía says: “Since many of the Indians are now using horses, it would be no bad thing if Your Majesty issued an order that no permission to have horses shall be given except to the principal lords, because if the Indians get used to horses, many of them will make horsemen of themselves and in time they will want equality with the Spaniards.” (39)
Las Casas, then, (Castro implies) should have forgotten about Aztecs and Incas. He should have omitted the anti-genocide campaigning, since that was an obsolete issue. He should have stopped unrealistically trying to abolish the encomienda and instead worked to transform it. And rather than cooperate with Indian lords or try to restore any part of the old system, he should have tried to foster a movement demanding Indian equality within the colonial society that the Spanish had established. 

The case can be argued. Certainly it can be argued, and it’s a pity that Castro hasn’t been able to make it more clearly. Two main questions arise. The first is whether politics of this kind was a real possibility of that place (or places) and time. And the second, which overlaps with the first, is whether that is what the Indians wanted.

What Did The Indians Want? 

What did the Indians want? Castro himself has posed that question of “the natives’ individual and collective problems, aspirations, and expectations.” He has raised it as an issue for Las Casas. He doesn’t seem to appreciate that it’s an issue for him as a historian.  

One thing that people usually want is not to be forced to do what they don’t want. That’s universal. But because he will not think concretely, Castro regards Las Casas’s peaceful Christianity as just part of the atrocity of cultural destruction. The issue of exclusively peaceful means, which separated Las Casas from Sepúlveda, Motolinía and others, is reduced to a secondary issue, if not a triviality. Here the modern historian manages to have his cake and eat it. In his non-doctrinaire mode he can scorn Las Casas for not being an assiduous missionary, unlike the admirable Motolinía, while in doctrinaire mode he condemns Las Casas for being any kind of missionary at all.  

“Essentially, his disagreements with the others were more concerned with form while leaving the essence of the cultural onslaught untouched. It was simply a case of peaceful versus forceful conversion to Christianity, and his proposals offered a different form of implementing the same goal of converting the natives to attain the ultimate objective of the colonisation of consciousness.” (40)

What a formulation: “simply” a case of peaceful versus forceful conversion! The point is that peaceful adoption of Christianity would not imply “a colonisation of consciousness”, if that means destruction of the pre-Christian culture. The natives were capable of transforming Christianity too. There’s a good example of that from elsewhere: Ireland. 

Saint Patrick, Ireland’s most charismatic missionary, was a Roman Briton. His writings do not show any signs of him having gone native, and there’s harsh Roman-imperial Christian thinking in a poem by his outstanding convert Dubhthach maccu Lugair. However, within a few centuries Patrick was the central figure in an official account of how Christianity had been fused with the pre-Christian culture, retaining most of that culture, by agreement with the major kings and poets of the time. This account was placed as an introduction to the main collection of Irish laws, the Senchas Már. Modern academics with suitably doctored brains refer to it as “the pseudo-historical prologue to the Senchas Már”. But while they are correct in thinking that it isn’t the kind of history Professor Ranke told them should be written, it is actually more authentic history than any one of them will ever write themselves. It records a great fact: that Christianity was assimilated, went native, in Ireland, that it didn’t just destroy what went before. (41) 

Because of this assimilation, after another thousand years of Christianity Geoffrey Keating was still singing the praises of the great pre-Christian kings. But Keating does not write more warmly about Cormac Mac Airt than Las Casas writes about Pachacútec Inca. (42)

Was there scope for such an assimilative act, or series of acts, in America? What did the Indians want? Could they have made their own of Christianity? Did they show any interest in it as people free to choose? 

To discover what people want, one should try to find them in the free condition and spend some time among them. There was a Spaniard who did precisely that, though not by his own will. When an expedition to conquer Florida went wrong and led to a series of shipwrecks and disasters, this man, whose name was Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca, became lost with a handful of companions. They roamed through southern parts of the present-day United States, living with one group of free Indians after another, for the next eight years. 

Afterwards Cabeza de Vaca wrote an account of his adventures, which was published in Seville in 1542. Like so many of the Spanish colonists, he was a fine story-teller. His account is no doubt embroidered, but it seems a more innocent kind of embroidery. On the whole, he gives credible pictures of the relatively poor and unsophisticated Indian communities that he lived with. 
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