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World History/AP World History - Period 4  
Examining Spain’s encomienda system  
9-12 Grades 

 
This activity is sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University. 
 
This study belongs in a unit on Spanish colonization and governance of Latin America in the 
1500s. 
 
Description of activity: This is a source based study of the internal debate among Spanish 
intellectuals and King Charles V over the nature of the encomienda system and treatment of the 
Native Americans.  It also explores how England used the writings of Bartolome de las Casas 
for their own benefit. 
 
Activity Goals: Examine the debate over Spanish treatment of Native Americans in the 
encomienda system and the rationale of both sides.  Analyze the authorial perspective of the 
main figures in that debate.  Gain historical context. 
 
Focus Question:  How did the Spaniards view the Native Americans in their newly won 
colonies?  Were the English more “humane” than the Spaniards? 
 
Context: Period 4 Spanish Conquest and Colonization, Key Concepts 4.1, 4.2, 4.3  
 
Objectives: AP World History 4.1.IV SB-4, 9, ECON-3,5,6, 13, SOC-2,7; 4.2.II D, 4.2.III A, 4.3.3 
SB-8 
 
Assessment: Class discussion, written analysis LEQ and SAQ. 
 
Activity Details, Primary Sources, and Procedure: provided below 
 
What you will need before implementing: copies of assignment, computer projector, and 
enlarged copies of the first three pages of Bartolomé de las Casas. The Spanish colonie, or, 
Briefe chronicle of the acts and [notable exploits] of the Spaniardes in the West Indies, called 
the Newe World. . . . 
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/exploring-the-early-americas/interpreting-the-conquest.html#obj5 
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Examining Spain’s encomienda system  
 

1. Watch this short video: 
http://www.loc.gov/celebration-of-mexico/multimedia/video-de-las-casas.html 

 
  
     2.  

Read this translation of the preface to the book (shown above) to better understand the context 
of the following two documents. 
Source:  Bartolomé de las Casas, Aqui se contiene una disputa ...., 1552.  
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/exploring-the-early-americas/interpreting-the-conquest.html#obj2 
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/sites/default/files/content-images/04220p1_0.jpg 
 
Here is contained a dispute, or controversy between Bishop Friar Bartolomé de las Casas, or 
Casaus, formerly bishop of the royal city of Chiapa which is in the Indies, a part of New Spain, 
and Dr. Gines de Sepulveda, chronicler to the Emperor, our lord, in which the doctor contended: 
that the conquests of the Indies against the Indians were lawful; and the bishop, on the contrary, 
contended and affirmed them to have been, and it was impossible for them not to be, tyrannies, 
unjust and iniquitous. Which question was examined and defended in the presence of many 
learned theologians and jurists in a council ordered by his Majesty to be held in the year one 
thousand and five hundred and fifty in the town of Valladolid. Year 1552 
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3. Read these two excerpts from de las Casas and Sepulveda.  
 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=rbc3&fileName=rbc0001_2008kislak74376page.db
&recNum=0 
 
translation http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/bdorsey1/41docs/02-las.html 
 
Source: Bartolome de Las Casas, On the Destruction of the Indies, 1542 
 
The Indies were discovered in the year one thousand four hundred and ninety-two. In the 

following year a great many Spaniards went there with the intention of settling the land. Thus, 

forty-nine years have passed since the first settlers penetrated the land, the first so claimed 

being the large and most happy isle called Hispaniola, which is six hundred leagues in 

circumference. Around it in all directions are many other islands, some very big, others very 

small, and all of them were, as we saw with our own eyes, densely populated with native 

peoples called Indians. This large island was perhaps the most densely populated place in the 

world. There must be close to two hundred leagues of land on this island, and the seacoast has 

been explored for more than ten thousand leagues, and each day more of it is being explored. 

And all the land so far discovered is a beehive of people; it is as though God had crowded into 

these lands the great majority of mankind. 

And of all the infinite universe of humanity, these people are the most guileless, the most devoid 

of wickedness and duplicity, the most obedient and faithful to their native masters and to the 

Spanish Christians whom they serve. They are by nature the most humble, patient, and 

peaceable, holding no grudges, free from embroilments, neither excitable nor quarrelsome. 

These people are the most devoid of rancors, hatreds, or desire for vengeance of any people in 

the world. And because they are so weak and complaisant, they are less able to endure heavy 

labor and soon die of no matter what malady. The sons of nobles among us, brought up in the 

enjoyments of life's refinements, are no more delicate than are these Indians, even those 

among them who are of the lowest rank of laborers. They are also poor people, for they not only 

possess little but have no desire to possess worldly goods. For this reason they are not 

arrogant, embittered, or greedy. Their repasts are such that the food of the holy fathers in the 

desert can scarcely be more parsimonious, scanty, and poor. As to their dress, they are 

generally naked, with only their pudenda covered somewhat. And when they cover their 

shoulders it is with a square cloth no more than two varas in size. They have no beds, but sleep 

on a kind of matting or else in a kind of suspended net called bamacas. They are very clean in 

their persons, with alert, intelligent minds, docile and open to doctrine, very apt to receive our 
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holy Catholic faith, to be endowed with virtuous customs, and to behave in a godly fashion. And 

once they begin to hear the tidings of the Faith, they are so insistent on knowing more and on 

taking the sacraments of the Church and on observing the divine cult that, truly, the 

missionaries who are here need to be endowed by God with great patience in order to cope with 

such eagerness. Some of the secular Spaniards who have been here for many years say that 

the goodness of the Indians is undeniable and that if this gifted people could be brought to know 

the one true God they would be the most fortunate people in the world. 

Yet into this sheepfold, into this land of meek outcasts there came some Spaniards who 

immediately behaved like ravening wild beasts, wolves, tigers, or lions that had been starved for 

many days. And Spaniards have behaved in no other way during tla! past forty years, down to 

the present time, for they are still acting like ravening beasts, killing, terrorizing, afflicting, 

torturing, and destroying the native peoples, doing all this with the strangest and most varied 

new methods of cruelty, never seen or heard of before, and to such a degree that this Island of 

Hispaniola once so populous (having a population that I estimated to be more than three 

million), has now a population of barely two hundred persons. 

The island of Cuba is nearly as long as the distance between Valladolid and Rome; it is now 

almost completely depopulated. San Juan [Puerto Rico] and Jamaica are two of the largest, 

most productive and attractive islands; both are now deserted and devastated. On the northern 

side of Cuba and Hispaniola he the neighboring Lucayos comprising more than sixty islands 

including those called Gigantes, beside numerous other islands, some small some large. The 

least felicitous of them were more fertile and beautiful than the gardens of the King of Seville. 

They have the healthiest lands in the world, where lived more than five hundred thousand souls; 

they are now deserted, inhabited by not a single living creature. All the people were slain or died 

after being taken into captivity and brought to the Island of Hispaniola to be sold as slaves. 

When the Spaniards saw that some of these had escaped, they sent a ship to find them, and it 

voyaged for three years among the islands searching for those who had escaped being 

slaughtered , for a good Christian had helped them escape, taking pity on them and had won 

them over to Christ; of these there were eleven persons and these I saw. 

More than thirty other islands in the vicinity of San Juan are for the most part and for the same 

reason depopulated, and the land laid waste. On these islands I estimate there are 2,100 

leagues of land that have been ruined and depopulated, empty of people. 

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 
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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 wellknown 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.... 

On the Island Hispaniola was where the Spaniards first landed, as I have said. Here those 

Christians perpetrated their first ravages and oppressions against the native peoples. This was 

the first land in the New World to be destroyed and depopulated by the Christians, and here 
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they began their subjection of the women and children, taking them away from the Indians to 

use them and ill use them, eating the food they provided with their sweat and toil. The 

Spaniards did not content themselves with what the Indians gave them of their own free will, 

according to their ability, which was always too little to satisfy enormous appetites, for a 

Christian eats and consumes in one day an amount of food that would suffice to feed three 

houses inhabited by ten Indians for one month. And they committed other acts of force and 

violence and oppression which made the Indians realize that these men had not come from 

Heaven. And some of the Indians concealed their foods while others concealed their wives and 

children and still others fled to the mountains to avoid the terrible transactions of the Christians. 

And the Christians attacked them with buffets and beatings, until finally they laid hands on the 

nobles of the villages. Then they behaved with such temerity and shamelessness that the most 

powerful ruler of the islands had to see his own wife raped by a Christian officer. 

From that time onward the Indians began to seek ways to throw the Christians out of their lands. 

They took up arms, but their weapons were very weak and of little service in offense and still 

less in defense. (Because of this, the wars of the Indians against each other are little more than 

games played by children.) And the Christians, with their horses and swords and pikes began to 

carry out massacres and strange cruelties against them. They attacked the towns and spared 

neither the children nor the aged nor pregnant women nor women in childbed, not only stabbing 

them and dismembering them but cutting them to pieces as if dealing with sheep in the 

slaughter house. They laid bets as to who, with one stroke of the sword, could split a man in two 

or could cut off his head or spill out his entrails with a single stroke of the pike. They took infants 

from their mothers' breasts, snatching them by the legs and pitching them headfirst against the 

crags or snatched them by the arms and threw them into the rivers, roaring with laughter and 

saying as the babies fell into the water, "Boil there, you offspring of the devil!" Other infants they 

put to the sword along with their mothers and anyone else who happened to be nearby. They 

made some low wide gallows on which the hanged victim's feet almost touched the ground, 

stringing up their victims in lots of thirteen, in memory of Our Redeemer and His twelve 

Apostles, then set burning wood at their feet and thus burned them alive. To others they 

attached straw or wrapped their whole bodies in straw and set them afire. With still others, all 

those they wanted to capture alive, they cut off their hands and hung them round the victim's 

neck, saying, "Go now, carry the message," meaning, Take the news to the Indians who have 

fled to the mountains. They usually dealt with the chieftains and nobles in the following way: 

they made a grid of rods which they placed on forked sticks, then lashed the victims to the grid 
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and lighted a smoldering fire underneath, so that little by little, as those captives screamed in 

despair and torment, their souls would leave them.... 

After the wars and the killings had ended, when usually there survived only some boys, some 

women, and children, these survivors were distributed among the Christians to be slaves. The 

repartimiento or distribution was made according to the rank and importance of the Christian to 

whom the Indians were allocated, one of them being given thirty, another forty, still another, one 

or two hundred, and besides the rank of the Christian there was also to be considered in what 

favor he stood with the tyrant they called Governor. The pretext was that these allocated Indians 

were to be instructed in the articles of the Christian Faith. As if those Christians who were as a 

rule foolish and cruel and greedy and vicious could be caretakers of souls! And the care they 

took was to send the men to the mines to dig for gold, which is intolerable labor, and to send the 

women into the fields of the big ranches to hoe and till the land, work suitable for strong men. 

Nor to either the men or the women did they give any food except herbs and legumes, things of 

little substance. The milk in the breasts of the women with infants dried up and thus in a short 

while the infants perished. And since men and women were separated, there could be no 

marital relations. And the men died in the mines and the women died on the ranches from the 

same causes, exhaustion and hunger. And thus was depopulated that island which had been 

densely populated. 

 
 
 
 
 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/active_learning/explorations/spain/spain_sepulveda.cfm 
 
Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda (1547), excerpt from The Second Democrates 
 
 
The man rules over the woman, the adult over the child, the father over his children. That is to 

say, the most powerful and most perfect rule over the weakest and most imperfect. This same 

relationship exists among men, there being some who by nature are masters and others who by 

nature are slaves. Those who surpass the rest in prudence and intelligence, although not in 

physical strength, are by nature the masters. On the other hand, those who are dim-witted and 

mentally lazy, although they may be physically strong enough to fulfill all the necessary tasks, 

are by nature slaves. It is just and useful that it be this way. We even see it sanctioned in divine 

law itself, for it is written in the Book of Proverbs: "He who is stupid will serve the wise man." 
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And so it is with the barbarous and inhumane peoples [the Indians] who have no civil life and 

peaceful customs. It will always be just and in conformity with natural law that such people 

submit to the rule of more cultured and humane princes' and nations. Thanks to their virtues and 

the practical wisdom of their laws, the latter can destroy barbarism and educate these [inferior] 

people to a more humane and virtuous life. And if the latter reject such rule, it can be imposed 

upon them by force of arms. Such a war will be just according to natural law. . . . 

Now compare these natural qualities of judgment, talent, magnanimity, temperance, humanity, 

and religion [of the Spanish] with those of these pitiful men [the Indians], in whom you will 

scarcely find any vestiges of humanness. These people possess neither science nor even an 

alphabet, nor do they preserve any monuments of their history except for some obscure and 

vague reminiscences depicted in certain paintings, nor do they have written laws, but barbarous 

institutions and customs. In regard to their virtues, how much restraint or gentleness are you to 

expect of men who are devoted to all kinds of intemperate acts and abominable lewdness, 

including the eating of human flesh? And you must realize that prior to the arrival of the 

Christians, they did not live in that peaceful kingdom of Saturn [the Golden Age] that the poets 

imagine, but on the contrary they made war against one another continually and fiercely, with 

such fury that victory was of no meaning if they did not satiate their monstrous hunger with the 

flesh of their enemies. ...These Indians are so cowardly and timid that they could scarcely resist 

the mere presence of our soldiers. Many times thousands upon thousands of them scattered, 

fleeing like women before a very few Spaniards, who amounted to fewer than a hundred. . . . 

In regard to those [the Aztecs] who inhabit New Spain and the province of Mexico, I have 

already said that they consider themselves the most civilized people [in the New World]. They 

boast of their political and social institutions, because they have rationally planned cities and 

nonhereditary kings who are elected by popular suffrage, and they carry on commerce among 

themselves in the manner of civilized people. But . . . I dissent from such an opinion. On the 

contrary, in those same institutions there is proof of the coarseness, barbarism, and innate 

servility of these men. Natural necessity encourages the building of houses, some rational 

manner of life, and some sort of commerce. Such an argument merely proves that they are 

neither bears nor monkeys and that they are not totally irrational. 

But on the other hand, they have established their commonwealth in such a manner that no one 

individually owns anything, neither a house nor a field that one may dispose of or leave to his 

heirs in his will, because evervthing is controlled by their lords, who are incorrectly called kings. 

They lived more at the mercy of their king’s will than of their own. They are the slaves of his will 
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and caprice, and they are not the masters of their fate. The fact that this condition is not the 

result of coercion but is voluntary and spontaneous is a certain sign of the servile and base spirit 

of these barbarians. They had distributed their fields and farms in such a way that one third 

belonged to the king, another third belonged to the religious cult, and only a third part was 

reserved for the benefit of everyone; but all of this they did in such a way that they themselves 

cultivated the royal and religious lands. They lived as servants of the king and at his mercy, 

paying extremely large tributes. When a father died, all his inheritance, if the king did not decide 

otherwise, passed in its entirety to the oldest son, with the result that many of the younger sons 

would either die of starvation or subject themselves to an even more rigorous servitude. They 

would turn to the petty kings for help and would ask them for a field on the condition that they 

not only pay feudal tribute but also promise themselves as slave labor when it was necessary 

.And if this kind of servitude and barbaric commonwealth had not been suitable to their 

temperament and nature, it would have been easy for them to take advantage of the death of a 

king, since the monarchy was not hereditary , in order to establish a state that was freer and 

more favorable to their interests. Their failure to do so confirms that they were born for servitude 

and not for the civil and liberal life. . . . 

Until now we have not mentioned their impious religion and their abominable sacrifices, in which 

they worship the Devil as God, to whom they thought of offering no better tribute than human 

hearts. ...Interpreting their religion in an ignorant and barbarous manner, they sacrificed human 

victims by removing the hearts from the chests. They placed these hearts on their abominable 

altars. With this ritual they believed that they had appeased their gods. They also ate the flesh 

of the sacrificed men. . . . 

War against these barbarians can be justified not only on the basis of their paganism but even 

more so because of their abominable licentiousness, their prodigious sacrifice of human victims, 

the extreme harm that they inflicted on innocent persons, their horrible banquets of human flesh, 

and the impious cult of their idols. Since the evangelical law of the New Testament is more 

perfect and more gentle than the Mosaic law of the Old Testament (for the latter was a law of 

fear and the former is a law of grace, gentleness, and clemency), so also [since the birth of 

Christ] wars are now waged with more mercy and clemency. Their purpose is not so much to 

punish as to correct evils. What is more appropriate and beneficial for these barbarians than to 

become subject to the rule of those whose wisdom, virtue, and religion have converted them 

from barbarians into civilized men (insofar as they are capable of becoming so), from being 

torpid and licentious to becoming upright and moral, from being impious servants of the Devil to 
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becoming believers in the true God? They have already begun to receive the Christian religion, 

thanks to the prudent diligence of the Emperor Charles, an excellent and religious prince. They 

have already been provided with teachers learned in both the sciences and letters and, what is 

more important, with teachers of religion and good customs. 

 

  
 
Task #1 Compare and contrast the views of Sepulveda and de las Casas about the treatment of 
Native Americans in the encomienda system.  What factors likely shaped the perspective of 
each?  Refer back to the preface provided above. 
Provide active comparisons and contrasts and include historical context. 
 
Task #1 could be written as an LEQ (Long Essay Question) and assessed according to the 
following criteria: 
 
Thesis. Must make a historically defensible claim that answers all parts of the question. 1 point 
 
Using the targeted historical thinking skill - ex. comparison. Identify with some qualification.  
2 points 
 

Compares (at least two similarities) 
Contrasts (at least two differences) 
 
 

Using evidence 2 points 
Addresses with at least three pieces of relevant evidence  
Fully and effectively substantiates the thesis with at least three pieces of relevant  

evidence  
 
Synthesis   1 point 

Extend the argument by explaining the connections between the argument and one of 
the following: 
• development in a different historical  period, situation, era, or geographical area 
• a course theme or another approach to history  
• different discipline or field of inquiry (econ, gov and politics, art history, and 

anthropology)  
 
 
4. As a class discuss the views of de las Casas and Sepulveda.  Research and review the 
results of the debate in Valladolid in 1550 held by Charles V.  

What changes occurred in the encomienda system and why? 
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5.  

 
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/exploring-the-early-americas/interpreting-the-conquest.html#obj5 
Bartolomé de las Casas. The Spanish colonie, or, Briefe chronicle of the acts and [notable 
exploits] of the Spaniardes in the West Indies, called the Newe World. . . . London: Thomas 
Dawson for William Broome, 1583. Jay I. Kislak Collection, Rare Book and Special Collections 
Division, Library of Congress (81.00.02) 
 
Read the first few pages. 
 
 
 
 
Task # 2  Short Answer Question.  
Identify and explain the basic argument in favor of retaining the encomienda system and the 
opposing view. 
Describe the English portrayal of Spanish interaction with Native Americans.  
Identify and explain political/cultural reasons for their negative portrayal of the Spaniards.  
 
Task #2 will be evaluated on a scale from 1 to 3, depending on the satisfactory nature of the 
student response to all parts of the question. 
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