
The Spanish Polemic on Colonisation 

Part 2: Bartolomé de Las Casas as Colonial Reformer 

Giraldus Cambrensis and the discovery of Ireland

Unless we make contact with extraterrestrials, it will never again be possible to meet new people. That is to say, people whose history, language and culture are entirely unknown to us, and who themselves have no acquaintance with our world. That was the strange experience of many Spaniards in the years after 1492. They were entering a new world. It may be interesting to compare some of their writers with Gerald of Wales, the 12th century Anglo-Norman writer who encountered Ireland. 

When a French-speaking aristocracy, based in England and Wales, set out to conquer Ireland in 1169, they knew where they were going. Ireland was known, had been known from time immemorial. Besides, it was part of Christendom, and it had an important place in the English political and cultural history absorbed by the Anglo-Norman intellectual elite . 

First of all, Christianity, with its common Latin language, linked the two islands. Saint Patrick, Ireland’s most important Christian missionary, was a Roman Briton. About a century after his death Irish Christianity was in full bloom, whereas the christianisation of the Anglo-Saxons was just beginning. Irish missionaries played an important part in this conversion; it has been argued that for most of the 7th century “Anglo-Saxon England was a cultural province of Ireland”. (1) Bede’s Ecclesiastical History has much to say about Ireland, including the fact that a good many Englishmen went there for religious study and to live the monastic life. However, a few centuries later the pendulum had swung back, and it was Ireland that was considered mission territory. In particular, Irish marriage customs were considered scandalously unchristian. The Anglo-Norman conquest was therefore justified, licensed by the Pope, and accepted (however grudgingly) by Irish clerics, as a Christian missionary enterprise. 

As for political links, some chroniclers claimed that the kings of Ireland paid tribute to King Arthur. In Christian times English kings had been known to attack Irish territories (Ecgfrith of Northumbria, 684). English princes and nobles who lost out in dynastic battles might end up in Irish exile, or vice versa. There was also a kind of connection forged by the slave trade. Irish raiders made many swoops upon Britain, during one of them seizing Patrick. Later on, they were able simply to buy the slaves in Bristol – say, in the 11th century, when Bishop Wulfstan denounced this trade. According to Conor O’Mahony (1645), “there was scarcely any Irishman of moderate means who did not have one or more English slaves”. (2) A synod of the Irish Church in 1170 seems to have decided that the invasion was a judgement of God upon the Irish for this vicious practice and demanded that all English slaves should be freed. 

Ireland was known. But how well? Did even an educated 12th century Anglo-Norman know much more about Ireland than a Spaniard in the 1490s knew about the Tainos of Hispaniola? No one had written an adequate guide to Ireland. The subject was not entirely untouched, but “no writer had comprehensively treated of it,” (3) Gerald of Wales claimed, writing about 1180. And so this masterly writer invented Irish sociology, and much else besides. 

After a topographical description and a selection of marvellous things and miracles of the saints, he considered the people. They were, he thought, “barbarous both in dress and mental culture... A rude people, subsisting on the produce of their cattle only, and living like beasts... Abandoning themselves to idleness, and immersed in sloth, their greatest delight is to be exempt from toil, their richest possession the enjoyment of liberty...” (4) 

The kings had a taste for luxury items, but they knew they would never acquire them unless some foreigner imported them, because the Irish were so idle. For that reason they had licensed some settlements of Viking traders. There were seams of precious metals on the island, but no one mined them. “Even gold, which the people require in large quantities, and still covet in a way that speaks their Spanish origin, is brought here by the merchants who traverse the ocean for the purposes of commerce.”    

Why were the people so uncultured? One reason was isolation: they were practically in a different world. “As the people inhabit a country so remote from the rest of the world, and lying at its furthest extremity, forming, as it were, another world, and are thus secluded from the civilised nations, they learn nothing, and practise nothing except the barbarism in which they are born and bred, and which sticks to them like a second nature. Whatever natural gifts they possess are excellent, in whatever requires industry they are worthless.” 

Over time this ignorant indolence had become a permanent, self-perpetuating quality of the Irish people, and they never made the normal progress of other peoples. “In the common course of things, mankind progresses from the forest to the field, from the field to the town, and to the social condition of citizens, but this nation, holding agricultural labour in contempt, and little coveting the wealth of towns, as well as being exceedingly averse to civil institutions, – lead the same life their fathers did in the woods and pastures, neither willing to abandon their old habits or learn anything new.” 

But were they not Christians? The whole island had indeed been converted in the distant past. And that being so, “it is wonderful that this nation should remain to this day so very ignorant of the rudiments of Christianity. It is indeed a most filthy race, a race sunk in vice, a race more ignorant than all other nations of the first principles of the faith. Hitherto they neither pay tithes nor first fruits; they do not contract marriage, nor shun incestuous connections; they frequent not the church of God with proper reverence.” It was their custom to debauch (“I will not say marry”) their dead brothers’ wives, in which instance they were copying the vices rather than the virtues of Old Testament Jews.  

One major problem was that the priests did not preach and correct the people. There was a bias towards passivity in the Irish Church. Nearly all the bishops were elected from monasteries and continued afterwards in the mentality of monks. Even the saints had not done the hard and dangerous job of preaching. “All the saints of the country were confessors and none martyrs, a thing which it would be difficult to find in any other Christian kingdom.” Currently, the clergy in general were not an impressive body. They did quite a lot of fasting, but after their fasts they habitually got drunk. In the clergy as a whole “there is very little grain, but much chaff”.  

While Gerald in some ways is far ahead of his time, his ideas are rather undeveloped. He says that the Irish “live like beasts”, but draws no conclusions from this. He denounces them for their vices, yet they seem to be only quantitatively worse than others. Gerald cannot, of course, make the two very special accusations: human sacrifice and cannibalism. Even sodomy does not seem to be relevant here. The most lurid accusation of sexual irregularity (cohabitation with sisters-in-law) comes with an acknowledgement, which cannot help but be mitigating, that the Old Testament Jews had done the same. In another book Gerald gives five reasons why the kings of England have a right to possess Ireland, but (unlike, say, Francisco de Vitoria’s arguments for the Spanish conquest of America) none of them amount to saying that the Irish need to be saved from themselves or each other. 

But of course, these ideas could be added to, supplemented, revised, creatively applied. They were rediscovered in Elizabethan times and printed, and in that context they were explosive. Gerald himself tells us that he was criticised by contemporaries for believing tall tales about the bearded lady, the wolf that spoke to the priest, and so on. No one seems to have cared about his view of the Irish people. But in the 17th century a whole series of Irish writers attacked him, sometimes at enormous length, because what he said had implications for how the Irish were to be treated and governed.

Christopher Columbus and Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa discover America

The discovery of America “gave a new world to European curiosity”, Samuel Johnson said. And especially to Spanish curiosity. Sixteenth-century Spain produced many equivalents of Welsh Gerald, and some of them might have scorned the original Gerald as a lazy incompetent who had left his work half-done. For example, he had virtually ignored the history of Ireland in its Christian period, though surely this ought to be of interest. By contrast, Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, less than 40 years after the conquest of Peru, produced a detailed history of the Incas from the year 565 to 1533. He knew that the Indians kept detailed historical records and, through interpreters, set about collecting them. “By examining the oldest and most prudent among them, in all ranks of life, who had most credit, I collected and compiled the present history, referring the sayings and declarations of one party to their antagonists of another party, for they are divided into parties, and seeking from each one a memorial of its lineage and of that of the opposite party. These memorials, which are all in my possession, were compiled and corrected, and ultimately verified in public, in presence of representatives of all the parties and lineages, under oaths in the presence of a judge, and with expert and very faithful interpreters also on oath, and I thus finished what is now written.” (5)  

The 41 witnesses, representing the 12 ayllus or clans of the Incas, unanimously approved Sarmiento’s history, which the author believed “will make all the nations of the world understand the judicial and more than legitimate right that the king of Castille has... to these kingdoms of Peru”. (6) We are told how the first Inca introduced a fabricated religion of which he himself was the prophet, and how all his successors were tyrants – the Incas, says the Spaniard Sarmiento with no trace of irony, always established their rule by violence, “not by the election of the people”. (7) The history was read out over a number of days to the 41 witnesses, who made only minor corrections regarding place names and personal names. “They expressed their belief that no other history that might be written could be so authentic and true as this one...” (8) Maybe they didn’t know what would happen to them if they expressed any other belief, or if they tried to make major amendments. Or maybe they did know.  

Nevertheless, this elaborate process shows how much the Spaniards – the king, his ministers and his bureaucrats; the Catholic Church and its relevant branches – wanted detailed knowledge. Mainly they wanted to know what kind of people lived in the Indies; whether and how they could be made Christian; whether they could be enslaved or should be free, and if they were to be free, then to what degree, having regard to the legitimate interests of the king of Spain and his colonists. Behind these questions was another which was less often asked: whether the conquest, or conquests, could be justified at all. 

Columbus had instant answers for such questions, which we find in his first letter to the king of Spain (February 1493). The Admiral imposed his own inspirations on everything. To the end of his life he insisted he had found a way to India (and we have all inherited his fixed idea in the common terms “West Indies”, “American Indians”). Landing on the Caribbean islands, he first of all claimed them for the king of Spain with a ceremonial raising of the flag, “and no one contradicted me”. Then he named them – though the locals gave them other names, he adds as a point of interest. (9) 

As for the Indians, the most important thing was that they did not have iron and they had lots of gold. They possessed neither fighting capacity nor fighting spirit, being extremely timid. They went around naked. Though ruled by kings, they had no developed state forms or cities. However, they did have a structured family life. Most adults were monogamous, while kings and nobles were allowed up to twenty wives each. I was unable to establish, Columbus says uncharacteristically, whether they have some form of private property. (The pioneering sociologist can’t discover everything at once.) 

The Indians thought that Columbus and his men, too exotic to be human, must have come from the sky. However, they did not have any system of idolatrous religion; Christianity appeared not to present them with any great difficulties and they showed interest in it. They seemed to be highly intelligent and perceptive, and yet because of their timidity they could easily be controlled by a handful of Spaniards. They would have to be converted to Christianity, and they would need to be taught that they must exert themselves to provide for the king of Spain and the Spaniards those things which they had in abundance and which the Spaniards urgently needed. Apart from that, the king of Spain could have as many heathen slaves as he liked. (Here Columbus may have been thinking of the fierce cannibal Caribs whom the friendly Indians had told him about, and their Amazon girlfriends who lived on a special island of women.)  

Columbus had raised all the issues, at least implicitly. One of his first critics was Queen Isabella, who demanded to know what right the Admiral had to make slaves of some of her vassals and bring them from their native countries to Spain. The Spanish state did not intend to leave Columbus, or any colonist, to his own devices. That was made very clear after the Admiral’s third voyage, when he was arrested in Hispaniola and brought back to Spain in chains. 

Prior to that, in 1499 Columbus had established the institution which Bartolomé de las Casas spent half a century fighting to abolish: the encomienda, which assigned particular Indians to particular colonists for forced labour. It was not the Admiral’s first choice. He had tried to establish a system whereby the Indians paid tribute, either collectively or individually, but that didn’t work, so he went two-thirds of the way to slavery. Maybe he would have gone the whole way if Queen Isabella had not freed the slaves he had taken to Spain. (10) 

Las Casas was a friend of the Columbus family, and he is the main source for the details of the first voyage. Late in life, in his History of the Indies, he praised the Admiral for his incredible industry, ability and courage. But he also denounced him for “the injuries, wars and injustices, captivities and oppressions, seizures of lordships and states and lands, and deprivation of liberty and countless lives inflicted upon the kings and natural lords, and on young and old”. (11) Columbus had never had “any jurisdiction whatever over them, or any just cause; he was closer to being himself a subject of theirs, since he was in their lands, kingdoms and lordships”. (12)

Introducing Bartolomé de Las Casas

Bartolomé de Las Casas was born in 1484 in Seville. On his father’s side he was descended from conversos, i.e. Jews who had converted to Christianity. Some of his admirers and some of his detractors have tried to relate this to his political career, but there does not seem to be any evidence of how he felt about his origins. (13) 

His father was an unsuccessful merchant who joined Columbus on his second voyage. When he returned, one of the presents that he gave his son was an Indian slave. Afterwards, finding that his business in Spain still didn’t prosper, he went back to the Indies with a new governor, Nicolás Ovando, in 1502, and this time Bartolomé went also. He was about 18 and it seems he had already become a cleric on the lowest level (taking the tonsure). Later he became a priest, but when or where is unclear. He performed his first mass on Hispaniola in 1510. 

For about 13 years he was an ordinary colonist, farming and doing some business as a merchant. He insists that he treated his Indians well, but he did require them to till his land and dig for gold, and like everyone else he neglected the duty of making them good Christians. Whether as an armed or an unarmed cleric (it isn’t clear), he participated in military campaigns, and he was present at one appalling massacre of Indians which Ovando engineered by treachery – it was like what would happen in Ireland a few decades later, at Mullaghmast. After the slaughter some fugitives were rounded up and dispensed as slaves, and Las Casas received one. (We know all this from his own testimony.) 

Ovando, apart from being a mass murderer, was a sociologist. As governor his original instructions were to abolish the system invented by Columbus, whereby Indians were assigned to colonists for forced labour. Instead he was to establish a PAYE system: all Indians were to become state employees and would pay a regular tribute from their daily wages. A year was sufficient time for Ovando to convince himself that this could not be done. He successfully applied for new instructions permitting him to assign the Indians to the colonists. The new royal order said: “Because of the excessive liberty the Indians have been permitted, they flee from Christians and do not work. Therefore they are to be compelled to work, so that the kingdom and the Spaniards may be enriched, and the kingdom Christianised. They are to be paid a daily wage, and well treated as free persons for such they are, and not slaves.” (14) 

Such was the formula, apparently crisp and clear. In practice, it proved to be about as clear as the paradox of the barber of Seville, who shaves every man in Seville who does not shave himself.  

The colonists were rough customers. An analysis of the encomenderos (official beneficiaries of forced labour) in Panama in 1519 showed that a third of them were peasants or artisans, with a lesser group of small merchants and bureaucrats. Slightly more than half were professional soldiers and sailors, many from the lesser gentry or hidalgo class (hidalgo is from hijo de algo, “son of something”). In general, the hidalgos wanted big winnings (as Cortés once contemptuously pointed out, prior to his Mexican expedition, when someone offered him a piece of land), while the peasants wanted to be something like hidalgos. Their rightful reward for the difficulties and dangers they had surmounted was that they should never again have to work. Nobody wanted to be a Spanish peasant in America. (15) 

Much like the typical 19th century English capitalist, the 16th century Spanish colonist did not care about his labourers’ welfare. The Indians were not owned, so they could not be sold or passed on to heirs. They could only be used, or used up. And so they were worked to death. 

Ovando, while administering this system, may have realised that the massive Indian death rate would present long-term problems. Anyhow, on his own initiative he selected the two Indian chieftains who seemed to have adapted best to Spanish ways, absorbing Spanish culture, and he gave each of them an Indian labour force to manage independently, just like a Spanish colonist. “Ovando granted them a repartimiento of Indians, so that they might live like other Spaniards, and favored them in every possible way." What happened when they were left to their own devices? One chieftain was habitually drunk with his wife. The other proved such a poor manager that he and his wife ate in one day the food laid away for a week. Neither couple showed any interest in mining gold or in ordering their Indians to do so. Instead, they passed their days dancing, drinking and doing “other contemptible things” as of old.” This pilot venture was sustained for six years, and then finally the Indians were deprived of their repartimientos. “Thus the first sociological experiment in America ended,” Lewis Hanke remarked. (16) 

But while the experiment was still going on, the existing colonial practice was publicly condemned. Dominican preachers in Hispaniola challenged the colonists. Las Casas later reported what they said: “By what right or justice do you keep these Indians in such a cruel and horrible servitude? On what authority have you waged a detestable war against these people, who dwelt quietly and peacefully on their own land?... Why do you keep them so oppressed and weary, not giving them enough to eat nor taking care of them in their illness? For with the excessive work you demand of them they fall ill and die, or rather you kill them with your desire to extract and acquire gold every day. And what care do you take that they should be instructed in religion?... Are these not men? Have they not rational souls? Are you not bound to love them as you love yourselves?... Be certain that, in such a state as this, you can no more be saved than the Moors or Turks.” (17) 

An issue such as this had to be referred to Spain, where it started an unending argument and produced some immediate results. Ambitious theoretical statements were made about the nature of the Indians, their freedom and its limits. For example, one of the king’s preachers “proved dialectically that although the Indians were free, yet idleness was one of the greatest evils from which they suffered, and it was the King’s duty to help them overcome it”. (18) And therefore, although they were free, they had to be kept in some kind of servitude. Aristotle’s idea that certain peoples were naturally slaves had just been rediscovered and was coming into fashion, though the Spanish theologians were cautious when they applied this to America. More positively, although only on paper, there was a set of laws which codified the treatment of the Indians in detail and aimed to protect them from abuse (the laws of Burgos, 1512). Finally, there was one of the most ludicrous examples of official hypocrisy of all time: the Requirement, invented by the theologian Palacios Rubios. 

The Requirement was a formal declaration which legally had to be read out to Indians before war could be waged on them. Beginning with a short history of the world, it went on to the foundation of the papacy and Pope Alexander VI’s donation of American territories to the king of Spain. The Indians were then told that they had two immediate obligations. Firstly, they must acknowledge that the Church, with its high priest the Pope, was supreme lord of the world, and the king of Spain as its representative was lord of American territories. Secondly, they must permit the Christian faith to be preached. If they immediately gave these guarantees, they would be treated well. But if they refused, a destructive war would be waged and they themselves, their wives and children would be enslaved. (I should point out that while the Spanish officially considered the enslavement of peaceful people unjustified, it was generally agreed that slaves could be taken in “a just war”.) It was not stipulated that this Requirement had to be translated into Indian languages. 

At that point an argument began in Spain which continued in full spate for half a century, with Los Casas at the centre of it for much of that time. Official Spain was unsure. It was never able to feel sure, down to the time of Philip II. Plans, experiments and policies were introduced, withdrawn, re-introduced and re-withdrawn, over and over again. The argument in progress undermined previous findings and the given topic might have to be investigated again. For example, the question of whether the Indians, treated as fully free workers without an imposed labour system, would dig for gold. 

Las Casas took about three years to be convinced of what the Dominicans were saying. Then he separated himself from the existing state of affairs, giving up his encomienda to the governor. Allying himself with the Dominicans, he came to Spain to press for a reform of the system. He had a powerful case and could hope to find supporters at the highest levels of Church and state, as indeed he did. Logically, neither church nor state could be as short-sighted as the colonists in the Indies. No benefits would come to either church or state from the destruction within one generation of the gold-digging labour force and the potential Christian flock. 

What was to be done?

Las Casas tried to work out practical alternatives for carrying out colonisation and spreading Christianity. His first idea was cooperativism. The Spanish colonists should be made to form communities, with the community being responsible for all the assigned Indians. If no one had individual control of Indians and each colonist received a share of the community proceeds, he thought the irresponsible and destructive employment of Indians would stop. Negro slaves should be imported to do the heavy work for which Indians weren’t sufficiently robust, for example in the mines. (In his old age Las Casas bitterly regretted this proposal, but for most of his life he held the conventional Spanish attitude that the negro slave trade was legitimate.) 

Another idea was for family associations. Each Spaniard would be given five Indians, with their families, to live under his direction. The Indians would pick up the habit of working from Spanish example, the sons and daughters of the two races would intermarry, and the land would flourish. 

These ideas were variants on the encomienda system. But Las Casas soon went on to propose something like the colonisation schemes that were carried out in Ireland seventy years later, though in a different spirit. Groups of actually working Spanish peasants would form independent communities, living side by side with the Indians and inspiring them by example to imitate the Spanish way of life. This idea, or something like it, was already in the air in Spain.  

In the meantime, Las Casas kept demanding that something be done about the system that existed. He made a strong impression on the Regent of Spain, who gave him the grand title of Protector of the Indies. But since there were sharp conflicts of opinion, the Regent also appointed a commission of Jeronymite monks (believed to be more impartial, the Franciscans being pro-colonist and the Dominicans pro-Indian), who had powers to free the Indians from the encomienda system, if appropriate, but first they were supposed to discover what the true situation was. In Hispaniola they duly interviewed the twelve oldest Spanish inhabitants and the clerics. 

“Those who have been accustomed to think that the questionnaire system is a post-war scourge invented by American sociologists and educationists to annoy their colleagues will be interested to know that Spanish colonial government frequently used this method in the sixteenth century. Of the seven questions put to each witness, the third one struck at the heart of the matter: 'Does the witness know, believe, or has he heard it said, that these Indians, especially of Hispaniola and women as well as men, are all of such knowledge and capacity that they should be given complete liberty? Would they be able to live políticamente as do the Spaaniards? Would they know how to support themselves by their own efforts, each Indian mining gold or tilling the soil, or maintaining himself by other daily labor? Do they know how to care for what they may acquire by this labor, spending only for necessities, as a Castilian laborer would?' ” (19)

The findings of the survey showed that none of the colonists believed that the Indians were capable of being Spanish peasants, if left to their own devices. They were idle, they were vicious, they didn’t want to see Spaniards, they had no sense of value, they didn’t like digging gold, they didn’t learn, and so on. One cleric observed that “inasmuch as Indians showed no greediness or desire for wealth (these being the principal motives impelling men to labor and acquire possessions) they would inevitably lack the necessities of life if not supervised by the Spaniards”. (20) (Several respondents mentioned the unsuccessful experiments made by Ovando. Indians seemed to be able to live satisfactorily as Indians, but not as Spaniards. The Franciscan provincial said that (1) very few Indians knew how to earn their keep and raise crops; (2) if the Indians were allowed to live independently their numbers would increase sharply; and (3) if they were kept in the encomiendas only about ten per cent of them would be left within twenty years. There was a single white blackbird, a Dominican, who said that the Indians were ready to live the good life in liberty. 

The Jeronymites eventually freed one single solitary Indian, and went home.
 

From the mental atmosphere of the highly colonised world of 1935, Lewis Hanke commented: “Probably this wholesale indictment of Indian character was substantially true – a tragic example of that hopeless disorganisation which usually results when a civilised nation tries to impose its customs upon a primitive people... Sixteenth century Spaniards suffered from none of the doubts which afflict modern colonial administrators as to how far it is desirable to Europeanize natives. The problem has not yet been resolved and while present day anthropologists sympathetically study the complexities of primitive peoples, governments have not yet been convinced that the system and standards and values of the West should not be urged upon 'backward' natives instead of allowing them to develop within their own culture stream.” (21) (Fifty years later Anthony Pagden of Cambridge, writing The Fall of Natural Man, thought the significance of Las Casas was as a pioneering anthropologist.) 

The view from the other side is expressed in a history of Cortes’s conquest of Mexico, originally written in the Indian language Nahuatl. The author describes the reaction of the Spanish invaders when Montezuama, through his envoys, sent them presents. “They gave the Spaniards banners of gold, banners of quetzal feathers, and collars of gold. And when they had given these, the Spaniards had smiles on their faces, they were very happy, they were delighted. Like monkeys they held up the gold, as if they had a sensation of pleasure, as if their hearts had been renewed and lighted up. They thirst mightily for gold, their bodies stretch out for it, they are wild with hunger for it. Like ravenous pigs they crave gold.” (22) With a bit more sophistication, that’s how the world was going to be. 

Retiring from the world

In 1520 Las Casas was given royal permission to colonise northern Venezuala with actually working Spanish peasants along a stretch of 270 leagues, with an option to extend his triumphal progress right down the west coast of South America. In the meantime, orders were sent to the authorities not to carry out violent actions of any kind against the Indians in the territory to be colonised. All that remained was to find the peasants and transport them. Las Casas was fortunate in that he managed to organise an amnesty for any recruit who had been involved in the recent revolt of the Comuneros (against the new king Charles V and his Flemish court, in defence of traditional regional rights). With this incentive he made up his numbers. 

When he arrived in Puerto Rico with 70 peasants, he found that an army was just about to set off to attack Indians in his allotted territory. Reacting to raids by Spanish slavers, the Indians had killed some Dominican priests, and now there would have to be retaliation. Las Casas left Puerto Rico and went to Hispaniola to try to stop this vicious circle. Having patched up a compromise, he returned to Puerto Rico, to find that his peasants had vanished: they had quickly acquired a better appreciation of American possibilities and were off to seek their fortunes. Las Casas went to a Franciscan monastery as a temporary base, but even there he could not escape from the spiral of violence. After conflicts between the Spanish and the Indians, the Indians attacked the monks and killed some of Las Casas’ few followers; the Spanish then began a large-scale slave-taking trawl through the territory. The attempt at peaceful colonisation was an unmitigated disaster. 

Las Casas then retired from the world for the best part of ten years. The Dominicans of Hispaniola were anxious for him to join their order, and in 1522 he did. He seems to have spent the next few years quietly studying. As he must soon have realised, the Dominicans could give him the intellectual weaponry to argue the case of the Indians with anyone, on any theoretical level. From 1527 he began writing his History of the Indies. In the early 1530s he returned to the great Spanish argument, which hadn’t ceased. 

His first ambitious theoretical work, which he wrote in the 1530s, was entitled On the Only Method of Attracting All Peoples to the True Religion. The only method was the peaceful method. Among other things, Las Casas draws upon historical precedent, taking the examples of France, Spain and England, to argue that peaceful conversion is not just not exceptional, it’s actually the norm. Looking at the chapters of the book that have survived, one finds that his main authorities are the Old and New Testaments, St. Thomas Aquinas, Augustine, the canon law decretals and the Roman civil law, and Aristotle. Apart from that he cites Boethius, Bede, the various Church Fathers, occasionally Cicero, occasionally some other scholastic theologians such as Scotus or Gerson, and a few other well-established writers of the past. Those seem to be enough. The speculations about Thomas More’s Utopia and so on, which his most recent biographer Lawrence A. Clayton (an irritating professor who is trying too hard to impress his students) keeps forcing into his muddled narrative, are based on nothing. Las Casas never seems to refer to contemporary writers, as his editor Lewis Hanke points out. (23) They would appear to have nothing to contribute to the earth-shaking argument he’s making: that what we consider the most precious things in culture can be transmitted to those who don’t have them without forcing them down their throats.
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