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COLUMBUS AND THE INDIANS - DISCOVERY AND CONQUEST

Arawak men and women from the island 
Guanahani, naked, tawny, and full of wonder, 
emerged from their villages onto the island's 
beaches and swam out to get a closer look at the 
strange big boat. It was October, 12th 1492, thirty-
three days since he and his crew had left the Canary 
Islands, off the Atlantic coast of Africa, when 
Columbus and his sailors came ashore, carrying 
swords, speaking oddly, the Arawaks ran to greet 
them, brought them food, water, gifts. Columbus 
later wrote of this in his log: 

The Arawaks of the island Guanahani, one of 
the Bahamas islands, were much like Indians on 
the mainland, who were remarkable (European 
observers were to say again and again) for their 
hospitality, their belief in sharing.  

Quelle - Source: ___ 

These traits did not stand out in the Europe 
of the Renaissance, dominated as it was by the 
religion of popes, the government of kings, the 
frenzy for money that marked Western civilization 
and its first messenger to the Americas, 
Christopher Columbus. Columbus wrote: 

Quelle - Source: ___ 

The information that Columbus wanted most 
was: Where is the gold? He had persuaded the king 
and queen of Spain to finance an expedition to the 
lands, the wealth, he expected would be on the 
other side of the Atlantic - the Indies and Asia, 
gold and spices. For, like other informed people of 
his time, he knew the world was round and he 
could sail west in order to get to the Far East.  

Spain was recently unified, one of the new 
modern nation-states, like France, England, and 
Portugal. Its population, mostly poor peasants, 
worked for the nobility, who were 2 percent of the 

population and owned 95 percent of the land. 
Spain had tied itself to the Catholic Church, 
expelled all the Jews, driven out the Moors. Like 
other states of the modern world, Spain sought 
gold, which was becoming the new mark of wealth, 
more useful than land because it could buy 
anything.  

There was gold in Asia, it was thought, and 
certainly silks and spices. Now that the Turks had 
conquered Constantinople and the eastern 
Mediterranean, and controlled the land routes to 
Asia, a sea route was needed. Portuguese sailors 
were working their way around the southern tip of 
Africa. Spain decided to gamble on a long sail 
across an unknown ocean.  

COLUMBUS' FIRST VOYAGE  

In return for bringing back gold and spices, 
king Ferdinand of Spain promised Columbus 10 
percent of the profits, governorship over new-
found lands, and the fame that would go with a 
new title: Admiral of the Ocean Sea. He was a 
merchant's clerk from the Italian city of Genoa, the 
son of a skilled weaver, and expert sailor. He set 
out with three sailing ships, the largest of which 
was the Santa Maria, perhaps 100 feet long, and 
thirty-nine crew members.  

Columbus would never have made it to Asia, 
which was thousands of miles farther away than he 
had calculated, imagining a smaller world. He 
would have been doomed by that great expanse of 
sea. But he was lucky. One-fourth of the way there 
he came upon an unknown, uncharted land that lay 
between Europe and Asia - the Americas. It was 
early October 1492, and thirty-three days since he 
and his crew had left the Canary Islands, off the 
Atlantic coast of Africa. The first man to sight land 
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was supposed to get a yearly pension of 10,000 
maravedis1 for life. But the sailor called Rodrigo, 
who on October 12th had seen the early morning 
moon shining on white sands of an island in the 
Bahamas, the Caribbean sea, never got it. 
Columbus claimed he had seen a light the evening 
before. He got the reward.  

So, approaching land, they were met by the 
Arawak Indians, who swam out to greet them. The 
Arawaks lived in village communes, had a 
developed agriculture of corn, yams, cassava2. They 
could spin and weave, but they had no horses or 
work animals. They had no iron, but they wore tiny 
gold ornaments in their ears.  

This was to have enormous consequences: it 
led Columbus to take some of them aboard ship as 
prisoners because he insisted that they guide him to 
the source of the gold. He then sailed to what is 
now Cuba, then to Hispaniola (the island which 
today consists of Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic). There, bits of visible gold in the rivers, 
and a gold mask presented to Columbus by a local 
Indian chief, led to wild visions of gold fields.  

On Hispaniola, out of timbers from the Santa 
Maria, which had run aground, Columbus built a 
fort, the first European military base in the 
Western Hemisphere. He called it Navidad 
(Christmas) and left thirty-nine crewmembers 
there, with instructions to find and store the gold. 
He took more Indian prisoners and put them 
aboard his two remaining ships. At one part of the 
island he got into a fight with Indians who refused 
to trade as m any bows and arrows as he and his 
men wanted. Two were run through with swords 
and bled to death. Then the Nina and the Pinta set 
sail for the Azores and Spain. When the weather 
turned cold, the Indian prisoners began to die. 
Columbus's report to the Court in Madrid was 
extravagant. He insisted he had reached Asia (it 
was Cuba) and an island off the coast of China 
(Hispaniola). His descriptions were part fact, part 
fiction:  

Quelle - Source: ___ 

COLUMBUS' RETURN 

Because of Columbus's exaggerated report 
and promises, his second expedition was given 
seventeen ships and more than twelve hundred 
men. The aim was clear: slaves and gold. They 
went from island to island in the Caribbean, taking 
Indians as captives. But as word spread of the 
Europeans' intent they found more and more 

                                                                 
1 Spanish currency  
2 Cassava, also known as manioc, is extensively cultivated as 
an annual crop in tropical regions. It is the third-largest 
source of food carbohydrates in the tropics. 

empty villages. On Haiti, they found that the sailors 
left behind at Fort Navidad had been killed in a 
battle with the Indians, after they had roamed the 
island in gangs looking for gold, taking women and 
children as slaves for sex and labor.  

Now, from his base on Haiti, Columbus sent 
expedition after expedition into the interior. They 
found no gold fields, but had to fill up the ships 
returning to Spain with some kind of dividend. In 
the year 1495, they went on a great slave raid, 
rounded up fifteen hundred Arawak men, women, 
and children, then picked five hundred of them to 
load onto ships. Of those five hundred, two 
hundred died en route. The rest arrived alive in 
Spain and were put up for sale by the archdeacon 
of the town, who reported that, although the slaves 
were "naked as the day they were born," they 
showed "no more embarrassment than animals." 
Columbus later wrote: "Let us in the name of the 
Holy Trinity go on sending all the slaves that can 
be sold."  

But too many of the slaves died in captivity. 
And so Columbus, desperate to pay back dividends 
to those who had invested, had to make good his 
promise to fill the ships with gold. In the province 
of Cicao on Haiti, where he and his men imagined 
huge gold fields to exist, they ordered all persons 
fourteen years or older to collect a certain quantity 
of gold every three months. When they brought it, 
they were given copper tokens to hang around 
their necks.  

Indians found without a copper token had 
their hands cut off and bled to death. The Indians 
had been given an impossible task. The only gold 
around was bits of dust garnered from the streams. 
So they fled, were hunted down with dogs, and 
were killed.  
Trying to put together an army of resistance, the 
Arawaks faced Spaniards who had armor, muskets, 
swords, horses. When the Spaniards took prisoners 
they hanged them or burned them to death. In two 
years, through murder, mutilation, or suicide, half 
of the 250,000 Indians on Haiti were dead.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agriculture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tropical
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When it became clear that there was no gold 
left, the Indians were taken as slave labor on huge 
estates, known later as encomiendas. They were 
worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the 
thousands. By the year 1515, there were perhaps 
fifty thousand Indians left. By 1550, there were five 
hundred. A report of the year 1650 shows none of 
the original Arawaks or their descendants left on 
the island.  

THE SUFFERING OF THE NATIVE 

AMERICANS 

The chief source - and, on many matters the 
only source - of information about what happened 
on the islands after Columbus came is Bartolomé 
de las Casas, who, as a young priest, participated in 
the conquest of Cuba in 1513. For a time he owned 
a plantation on which Indian slaves worked, but he 
gave that up and became a vehement critic of 
Spanish cruelty. Las Casas transcribed Columbus's 
journal and, in his fifties, began a multivolume 
History of the Indies. In it, he describes the 
Indians. They are agile, he says, and can swim long 
distances, especially the women. They are not 
completely peaceful, because they do battle from 
time to time with other tribes, but their casualties 
seem small, and they fight when they are 
individually moved to do so because of some 
grievance, not on the orders of captains or kings. 
Women in Indian society were treated so well as to 
startle the Spaniards. Las Casas describes Indian 
societies: 

Quelle - Source: ___ 

Las Casas at first urged replacing Indians by black 
slaves, thinking they were stronger and would 
survive, but later relented when he saw the effects 
on blacks. In Book Two of his History of the 
Indies, Las Casas tells about the relationship 

between  Indians and Europeans:   
Quelle - Source: ___ 

The Indians' attempts to defend themselves failed. 
And when they ran off into the hills they were 
found and killed.  
Indian men were forced to work in the gold mines. 
After six or eight months' work in the mines, 
which was the time required of each crew to dig 
enough gold for melting, up to a third of the men 
died.  Las Casas describes the working conditions 
in the mines: 

Quelle - Source: ___ 
While the men were sent many miles away to the 
mines, the wives remained to work the soil, forced 
into the job of digging and making thousands of 
hills for cassava plants. Thus husbands and wives 
were together only once every eight months and 
when they met they were so exhausted and 
depressed and finally they ceased to procreate. Las 
Casas writes in his book: 

Quelle - Source: ___ 
Las Casas estimates the numbers of Indians who 

perished: 
Quelle - Source ___ 

Thus began the history, more than five centuries 
ago, of the European invasion of the Indian 
settlements in the Americas. That beginning, when 
you read Las Casas - even if his figures are 
exaggerations (were there 3 million Indians to 
begin with, as he says, or less than a million, as 
some historians have calculated?) - is conquest, 
slavery and death.  

 

CORTEZ AND PIZARRO - THE CONQUEST 

CONTINUES 

What Columbus did to the Arawaks of the 
Bahamas, Cortes did to the Aztecs of Mexico, 
Pizarro to the Incas of Peru, and the English 
settlers of Virginia and Massachusetts to the 
Powhatans and the Pequots.  

The Aztec civilization of Mexico came out of 
the heritage of Mayan, Zapotec, and Toltec 
cultures. It built enormous constructions from 
stone tools and human labor, developed a writing 
system and a priesthood. It also engaged in (let us 
not overlook this) the ritual killing of thousands of 
people as sacrifices to the gods. The cruelty of the 
Aztecs, however, did not erase a certain innocence, 
and when a Spanish armada appeared at Vera Cruz, 
and a bearded white man came ashore, with strange 

Cover of the "Short Account of the Destruction of the 

Indies" from 1552 
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beasts (horses), clad in iron, it was thought that he 
was the legendary Aztec man-god who had died 
three hundred years before, with the promise to 
return-the mysterious Quetzalcoatl. And so they 
welcomed him, with munificent hospitality.  

That was Hernando Cortes, come from Spain 
with an expedition financed by merchants and 
landowners and blessed by the deputies of God, 
with one obsessive goal: to find gold. In the mind 
of Montezuma, the king of the Aztecs, there must 
have been a certain doubt about whether Cortes 
was indeed Quetzalcoatl, because he sent a 
hundred runners to Cortes, bearing enormous 
treasures, gold and silver wrought into objects of 
fantastic beauty, but at the same time begging him 
to go back. The painter Albrecht Dürer a few years 
later described what he saw from that expedition - 
a sun of gold, a moon of silver, worth a fortune.  

Cortes then began his march of death from 
town to town, using deception, turning Aztec 
against Aztec, killing with the kind of 
deliberateness that accompanies a strategy - to 
paralyze the will of the population by a sudden 
frightful deed. And so, in Cholulu, he invited the 
headmen of the Cholula nation to the square. And 
when they came, with thousands of unarmed 
retainers, Cortes's small army of Spaniards, posted 
around the square with cannon, armed with 
crossbows, mounted on horses, massacred them, 
down to the last man. Then they looted the city 
and moved on. When their cavalcade of murder 

was over they 
were in Mexico 
City, 
Montezuma 
was dead, and 
the Aztec 
civilization, 
shattered, was 
in the hands of 
the Spaniards. 
All this is told 
in the 
Spaniards' own 
accounts.  

In Peru, that 
other Spanish 
conquistador 
Pizarro, used the same tactics, and for the same 
reasons - the frenzy in the early capitalist states of 
Europe for gold, for slaves, for products of the 
soil, to pay the bondholders and stockholders of 
the expeditions, to finance the state bureaucracies 
and standing armies rising in Western Europe, to 
spur the growth of the new money economy rising 
out of feudalism, to participate in what later was 
called "the primitive accumulation of capital." 
These were the violent beginnings of an intricate 
system of technology, business, politics, and 
culture that would dominate the world for the next 
five centuries.  

Die Entdeckungs-fahrten und Eroberungs-züge der Europäer seit dem 15. Jahrhundert 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bartolomé de las Casas depicted as 

Savior of the Indians in a later 

painting by Felix Parra 
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AUFGABENSTELLUNGEN

1. Ordne die Quellen an den passenden Stellen in den Text ein! Erkläre, welche Aussage aus dem Text durch 
die Quelle belegt werden kann. 

Quelle - 
Source  

A 

 

They [the natives] will make fine servants.... With fifty men we could subjugate them all and 
make them do whatever we want.  

[...]As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, I took some of the 
natives by force in order that they might learn and might give me information of whatever there 
is in these parts.  

Quelle - 
Source  

B 

 

 When I arrived on Hispaniola in 1508, there were 60,000 people living on this island, 
including the Indians; so that from 1494 to 1508, over three million people had perished from 
war, slavery, and the mines. Who in future generations will believe this? I myself writing it as a 
knowledgeable eyewitness can hardly believe it...." 

Quelle - 
Source  

C 

 

 They ... brought us parrots and balls of cotton and spears and many other things, which they 
exchanged for the glass beads and hawks' bells. They willingly traded everything they owned... 
They were well-built, with good bodies and handsome features.... They do not bear arms, and do 
not know them, for I showed them a sword, they took it by the edge and cut themselves out of 
ignorance. They have no iron. Their spears are made of cane...  

Quelle - 
Source  

D 

 

As for the newly born, they died early because their mothers, overworked and famished, had no 
milk to nurse them, and for this reason, while I was in Cuba, 7000 children died in three 
months. Some mothers even drowned their babies from sheer desperation.... in this way, 
husbands died in the mines, wives died at work, and children died from lack of milk . .. and in a 
short time this land which was so great, so powerful and fertile ... was depopulated. ... My eyes 
have seen these acts so foreign to human nature, and now I tremble as I write.  

Quelle - 
Source  

E 

 

 Endless testimonies ... prove the mild and pacific temperament of the natives.... But our work 
was to exasperate, ravage, kill, mangle and destroy; small wonder, then, if they tried to kill one of 
us now and then.... The admiral, it is true, was blind as those who came after him, and he was so 
anxious to please the King that he committed irreparable crimes against the Indians....  

The Spaniards grew more conceited every day and after a while refused to walk any distance. 
They were carried on hammocks by Indians. In this case they also had Indians carry large leaves 
to shade them from the sun and others to fan them with goose wings. 

The Spaniards thought nothing of knifing Indians by tens and twenties and of cutting slices off 
them to test the sharpness of their blades. Two of these so-called Christians met two Indian 
boys one day, each carrying a parrot; they took the parrots and for fun beheaded the boys.  

Quelle - 
Source  

F 

 

 The Indians suffered and died in the mines and other labors in desperate silence, knowing not a 
soul in the world to whom they could turn for help. [...] mountains are stripped from top to 
bottom and bottom to top a thousand times; they dig, split rocks, move stones, and carry dirt on 
their backs to wash it in the rivers, while those who wash gold stay in the water all the time with 
their backs bent so constantly it breaks them; and when water invades the mines, the most 
arduous task of all is to dry the mines by scooping up pansful of water and throwing it up 
outside....  

Quelle - 
Source  

G 

 

 

 

Marriage laws are non-existent men and women alike choose their mates and leave them as they 
please, without offense, jealousy or anger. They multiply in great abundance; pregnant women 
work to the last minute and give birth almost painlessly; up the next day, they bathe in the river 
and are as clean and healthy as before giving birth. If they tire of their men, they give themselves 
abortions with herbs that force stillbirths, covering their shameful parts with leaves or cotton 
cloth; although on the whole, Indian men and women look upon total nakedness with as much 
casualness as we look upon a man's head or at his hands.  
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Quelle - 
Source 
G 
(Forts.) 

The Indians have no religion, at least no temples. They live in large communal bell-shaped 
buildings, housing up to 600 people at one time ... made of very strong wood and roofed with 
palm leaves.... They put no value on gold and other precious things. They lack all manner of 
commerce, neither buying nor selling, and rely exclusively on their natural environment for 
maintenance. They are extremely generous with their possessions and by the same token covet 
the possessions of their friends and expect the same degree of liberality. ... 

Quelle - 
Source  

H 

Hispaniola is a miracle. Mountains and hills, plains and pastures, are both fertile and beautiful ... 
the harbors are unbelievably good and there are many wide rivers of which the majority contain 
gold. . . There are many spices, and great mines of gold and other metals... The Indians are so 
naive and so free with their possessions that no one who has not witnessed them would believe 
it. When you ask for something they have, they never say no. To the contrary, they offer to 
share with anyone...."  

[Asking for a little help from your Majesties] in return I bring you from my next voyage as much 
gold as you need ... and as many slaves as you ask. Thus the eternal God, our Lord, gives victory 
to those who follow His way over apparent impossibilities. 

 

2. Compare Columbus' log entries with what Las Casas writes in his books and reports.  

 Columbus Las Casas 

 

a. How does each 

describe the 

Arawaks?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. How does each 

entry describe the 

treatment of the 

native inhabitants? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c. Identify topics the 

other did not 

discuss 
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3. a.) Write six sentences about the purposes and the results of Columbus' voyages. Some options are:  

to civilize, to explore, to exploit/the exploitation, to conquer/the conquest, to establish trade, to discover/the 

discovery, to Christianize/the Christianization, to destroy/the destruction, to convert, ... 

b.) Look for details/facts in the text that you think support and illustrate your thesis. 

 

Example: One purpose of Columbus' voyages was to subjugate (unterwerfen) and to enslave the native 
American population from the very beginning. 

Factual evidence to support the thesis: Columbus writes in his log entry about the natives that "they make fine 

servants" He contends that "with fifty men we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want." 

(Columbus' log entry, page 1) Columbus also writes that as soon as he arrived in the Indies, he took some of the 

natives by force (Columbus' log entry, page 1). Before returning to Spain Columbus took even more Indian 

prisoners (on Hispaniola) and put them aboard his two remaining ships. (Colunbus log entry, page 2). Back in Spain 

Columbus promised the Spanish king and queen that he would bring them from his next voyage "as much gold as 

they need ... and as many slaves as they ask." (page 2) 

 

HOWARD ZINN ON COLUMBUS AND ON THE WRITING OF HISTORY 

1. What does Howard Zinn tell us about the celebrations of the 400-year-anniversary (Quatricentennial) of 

Columbus' arrival in America in 1892? What - according to Howard Zinn – has changed in the meantime? 

 

 

 

2. Chauncy Depew, speaking at the celebrations of the Quatricentennial in 1892, told his audience what he 

detested about the “spirit of historical inquiry.” What did Mr. Depew detest about the “spirit of historical inquiry” 

and why did he detest it so much? 

 

 

 

3. What are the facts about Columbus that are - according to Howard Zinn - generally accepted by all historians, by 

critical historians as well as admirers of Columbus? 

 

 

 

4. What does Howard Zinn criticize about the entries on Columbus and Las Casas in the Columbia Encylopedia? 

 

5. According to Howard Zinn, why is it important for historians to make clear what facts they  are emphasizing in 

their particular telling the history of Columbus or any other person or period in history? 

 

 

 

6. Some historians have made the point, that it is "unhistorical" to judge Columbus using our modern values because 

after all, Columbus lived around 1500. What does Howard Zinn say about this issue? 

 

 

 

7. Howard Zinn says that the important point is not to judge Columbus, because Columbus doesn't ask us for a 

"letter of recommendation" and because it is "too late for that." Why is it then, that we should be critical of 

Columbus and what he did? And why do many people feel uncomfortable with such critiques of Columbus? 
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Howard Zinn was born in the year 1922 in Brooklyn, New York. He 

died January 27, 2010 in Santa Monica, California. Zinn was a 

Historian and a Professor of Political Science at Boston University 

1964 - 1988. He actively took part in the Civil Rights movement in 

the 1960s. His book "A people's history of the United States" was 

first published in 1980. 

IMPORTANT TERMS AND PERSONS 

atrocity, atrocities - Gräuel, grausame Gewalttaten 

to detest - verabscheuen 

emphasis, to emphasize - Schwerpunktetzung, Hervorhebung, hervorheben 

to ensnare - umgarnen, fangen 

expansionism – Politik mit dem Ziel der Eroberung und Ausbeutung der eroberten Gebiete 

genocide – Völkermord 

Hispaniola - Insel in der Karibik, südlich von Florida, auf der sich die heutigen Staaten Haiti und Dominikanische 

Republik befinden 

inquiry 

intrepidness - Unerschrockenheit 

lackey – Lakai, Diener 

a letter of recommendation - Empfehlungsschreiben 

luddite - Maschinenstürmer: Jemand, der moderne Maschinen und Technologien ablehnt. 

to mention something in an an “off-hand way” – etwas nebenbei bemerken 

ommissions, to ommit something - Auslassungen, Weglassungen, etwas weglassen 

paraphernalia – (militärische) Ausrüstung 

the pretense - Vorstellung 

to usher - einführen 

Bartolomé de las Casas, (1484 – 1566), became the first resident Bishop of Chiapas (Mexico). His “Short Account of 

the Destruction of the Indies” deals with the first decades of the colonization of the West Indies 

focussing particularly on the atrocities committed by the colonizers against the native people. 

Juan Sepúlveda (1489 - 1573) was a Spanish humanist (sic!) and theologian. He was the adversary of Bartolomé de 

las Casas in the Valladolid Controversy in 1550 concerning the justification of the Spanish conquest 

of America. Although he had never been to America, Sepúlveda was the defender of the Spanish 

Empire's right of conquest and of colonization, claiming that the native Americans were "natural 

slaves". 

Chauncey Depew (1834 – 1928) was an attorney for Cornelius Vanderbilt's railroad interests, president of the New 

York Central Railroad System, and a United States Senator from New York. 

Cornelius Vanderbuilt (1794 – 1877) was an American businessman who built his wealth in railroads and shipping. 

He was one of the richest Americans in history.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiapas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Short_Account_of_the_Destruction_of_the_Indies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Short_Account_of_the_Destruction_of_the_Indies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_West_Indies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bartolom%C3%A9_de_las_Casas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bartolom%C3%A9_de_las_Casas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valladolid_debate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_of_conquest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonialism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slave
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cornelius_Vanderbilt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Central_Railroad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Central_Railroad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Senate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_wealthiest_historical_figures
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KOMPETENZORIENTIERTE AUFGABENSTELLUNG: EXPANSIONSSTRATEGIEN, EROBERUNGEN, 

IMPERIALISMUS UND KOLONIALISIERUNGEN 

AUFGABEN - WÄHLE DREI AUS UND BEANTWORTE SIE SCHRIFTLICH 

1. Rekonstruiere unter Bezugnahme auf die Quellen (Material 1 und Material 2)  ... 

 ... das Verhältnis zwischen spanischen Entdeckern - und Eroberern - und den Indios 
Mittelamerikas. 

 ... einige Aspekte der Gesellschaft der amerikanischen Ureinwohner_innen (Verhältnis 
zwischen Männern und Frauen, Wirtschaft, Arbeit, Kultur u.a.)  

2. Diskutiere die von den Historikern Howard Zinn (Material 4) und Enzo Traverso (Material 5) 

formulierten Thesen über die Geschichtsschreibung sowie über die „Traditionen“ und „Gesichter“ 

der westlichen Zivilisation. Beziehe dich dabei auch auf andere Epochen und Abschnitte der 

westlichen Geschichte. 

3. Diskutiere und beurteile die Wortwahl bei der Gestaltung des Zeitstrahls im Schulbuch "Zeitbilder 

3" (= Material 3). Beurteile weiters die  Entscheidung der Schulbuchautoren, die Quelle (= Material 

1) für die Darstellung über Columbus im Buch "Zeitbilder 5&6" zu verwenden.   

4. Diskutiere und nimm Stellung zu der Frage, ob eine eindeutige Unterscheidung zwischen 

Columbus' Entdeckungsreisen und den späteren Eroberungszügen von Hernan Cortez u.a. 

gerechtfertigt ist oder nicht! 

MATERIAL 1 

„In der Erkenntnis, daß es sich um Leute handle, die man weit besser durch Liebe als mit dem Schwert 
retten und zu unserem Heiligen Glauben bekehren könne, gedachte ich, sie mir zu Freunden zu machen 
und schenkte also einigen unter ihnen rote Kappen und Halsketten aus Glas und noch andere Kleinigkeiten 
von geringem Wert. [...] Sie wurden so gute Freunde, dass es eine helle Freude war. [...]Sie brachten uns 
Papageien, Knäuel von Wolle, lange Wurfspiesse und viele andere Dinge noch, die sie mit dem 
eintauschten,  was wir ihnen gaben, wie Glasperlen und Glöckchen.       
     
Logbuch von Christoph Columbus, zitiert nach „Zeitbilder 5&6“, S. 110 
 

MATERIAL 2 

Endless testimonies ... prove the mild and pacific temperament of the natives [...] But our work was to 
exasperate, ravage, kill, mangle and destroy; small wonder, then, if they tried to kill one of us now and then. 
[...] The admiral [= Columbus], it is true, was blind as those who came after him, and he was so anxious to 
please the King that he committed irreparable crimes against the Indians.  

[...] The Spaniards grew more conceited every day and after a while refused to walk any distance. 
They were carried on hammocks by Indians. In this case they also had Indians carry large leaves to shade 
them from the sun and others to fan them with goose wings. 
 [...] The Indians suffered and died in the mines and other labors in desperate silence, knowing not a 
soul in the world to whom they could turn for help. [...] mountains are stripped from top to bottom and 
bottom to top a thousand times; they dig, split rocks, move stones, and carry dirt on their backs to wash it 
in the rivers, while those who wash gold stay in the water all the time with their backs bent so constantly it 
breaks them. [...] Husbands and wives were together only once every eight or ten months and when they 
met they were so exhausted and depressed on both sides ... they ceased to procreate. As for the newly born, 
they died early because their mothers, overworked and famished, had no milk to nurse them, and for this 
reason, while I was in Cuba, 7000 children died in three months.       
       
Bartolomé de las Casas - zitiert nach: Howard Zinn, "A People's History of the United States" 
 (New York 2003), p. 6-7 
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MATERIAL 3 

Ausschnitt aus dem Zeitstrahl mit dem Titel Aufbruch in eine "neue Zeit" 

 

Aus: Zeitbilder 3, Wien 2013, S. 6 

MATERIAL 4 

The people who defend what Columbus did are concerned about what the discussion of Columbus says 

about what is called Western Civilization, that is about the 500 years that have elapsed since then. They are 

worried that the casting of too harsh a light on what Columbus did, might also cast a harsh light on all the 

events that followed Columbus in the history of what we call Western civilization to the present day. [...] 

There are questions to be asked about Western civilization. One of these questions is about the long history 

of imperialism, the long history of conquest by violence that Columbus ushered in the Western hemisphere 

and that was continued by the European powers since then. Columbus was one of the earliest European 

imperialists. Even the expansionism of the United States followed the pattern set by Columbus, that is the 

elimination of native peoples in order to find riches.  [....] The treatment of heroes (Columbus) and their 

victims (the Arawaks) - the quiet acceptance of conquest and murder in the name of progress - is one aspect 

of a certain approach to history, in which the past is told from the point of view of governments, 

conquerors and leaders. 

Howard Zinn, "A People's History of the United States", p. 9 und Transkript aus "The Legacy of Columbus” 

 

MATERIAL 5 

 

Der Westen besteht eben nicht nur aus den edlen Prinzipien der Erklärung der Menschenrechte; er hat auch 

andere Gesichter, er transportiert auch andere Konzeptionen der Beziehungen zwischen menschlichen 

Wesen, andere Vorstellungen des Raumes, andere Arten des Einsatzes der Vernunft und andere 

Anwendungen der Technik. 

Enzo Traverso, „Moderne und Gewalt" (Köln 2003), S. 21 
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TRIAL - THE PEOPLE VS. COLUMBUS 

This role play begins with the premise that a monstrous crime was committed in the years after 1492, when perhaps 
as many as three million or more Taínos on the island of Hispaniola lost their lives. Most scholars estimate the 
number of people on Hispaniola in 1492 at between one and three million. By 1550, very few Taínos remained alive. 
Who - and/or what - was responsible for this slaughter?  
 
Each of the defendants below is charged with murder - the murder of the Taíno Indians in the years following 1492. 
The “defendants” are: 
 

1. Columbus 
2. Columbus’ men 
3. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella 
4. The Taínos 
5. The System of Empire 

 

 In groups of 4 students, you will first draw one of the defendants. You prepare a defense against the 
charges contained in the indictments (= Anklageschriften). Your responsibility is twofold: First, to defend 
yourselves against the charges (= Anklagepunkte), and second, to explain who you think is guilty and 
why. You can read the indictments against the other defendants. This may help you to develop additional 
arguments. You may plead guilty if you wish, but you must accuse at least one other defendant. 
 

 One group of students will be sworn to neutrality. This group will be the jury. The task of the jury is to 
read all the indictments and to prepare the questions they want to ask the defendants. 
 

 The teachers will be the prosecutor.  
 
 

    The Jury 
 
After each group has been questioned by you and has made its defense, the jury steps out of the classroom and 
deliberates.  

You can assign “percentage guilt,” e.g., one party is 25 percent guilty, another 60 percent, etc.  

You need to offer clear explanations for why you decided as you did.  

Here are some questions and issues to consider: 

 Was anyone entirely not guilty? Did the prosecutor convince you that the Taínos were in part responsible for 
their own deaths? 

 Why didn’t the Taínos kill Columbus on his first voyage? 

 How did you weigh responsibility between the “bosses” and the men they hired? 

 Can you imagine a peaceful meetingbetween Europeans and Taínos? Or did the European “System of Empire” 
make violence inevitable? 

 How would Spain and other European countries have had to be different to have made a more peaceful 
outcome possible? 

 What more would you need to knowabout the System of Empire to understand how it affected people’s 
thinking and behavior?  

 If the System of Empire is guilty, what should be the “sentence”? You can’t put a system in prison...  
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ON THE WRITING OF HISTORY 

From Howard Zinn's "A people's history of the United States" (p. 9 - 12)

When we read the history books given to children 
in the United States and in Europe, it all starts with 
Columbus' heroic adventure - there is no bloodshed - 
and Columbus Day is a celebration.  

To emphasize the heroism of Columbus and his 
successors as navigators and discoverers, and to de-
emphasize their genocide, is an ideological choice. It 
serves- unwittingly - to justify what was done. Does 
this mean that we must, in telling history, accuse, judge, 
condemn Columbus? No, not only because it is too late 
for that; it would be a useless scholarly exercise in 
morality. But the easy acceptance of atrocities as a 
deplorable but necessary price to pay for progress (like 
Hiroshima to save Western civilization) - that is still 
with us. One reason these atrocities are still with us is 
that we have learned to bury them in a mass of other 
facts, as radioactive wastes are buried in containers in 
the earth. We have learned to give them exactly the 
same proportion of attention that teachers and writers 
often give them in the most respectable of classrooms 
and textbooks.  

The treatment of heroes (Columbus) and their 
victims (the Arawaks) - the quiet acceptance of 
conquest and murder in the name of progress - is only 
one aspect of a certain approach to history, in which 
the past is told from the point of view of governments, 
conquerors, diplomats, leaders. It is as if they, like 
Columbus, deserve universal acceptance, as if they - the 
Founding Fathers, Lincoln, Roosevelt, Kennedy, the 
leading members of Congress, the famous Justices of 
the Supreme Court - represent the nation as a whole. 
The pretense is that there really is such a thing as "the 
United States," subject to occasional conflicts and 
quarrels, but fundamentally a community of people 
with common interests. It is as if there really is a 
"national interest" represented in the Constitution, in 
territorial expansion, in the laws passed by Congress, 
the decisions of the courts, the development of 
capitalism, the culture of education and the mass 
media.  

"History is the memory of states," wrote Henry 
Kissinger in his first book, A World Restored, in which 
he proceeded to tell the history of nineteenth-century 
Europe from the viewpoint of the leaders of Austria 
and England, ignoring the millions who suffered from 
those statesmen's policies. From his standpoint, the 
"peace" that Europe had before the French Revolution 
was "restored" by the diplomacy of a few national 
leaders. But for factory workers in England, farmers in 
France, colored people in Asia and Africa, women and 
children everywhere except in the upper classes, it was 
a world of conquest, violence, hunger, exploitation - a 
world not restored but disintegrated.  

My viewpoint, in telling history, is different: that 
we must not accept the memory of states as our own. 
Nations are not communities and never have been. The 
history of any country, presented as the history of a 
family, conceals fierce conflicts of interest (sometimes 

exploding, most often repressed) between conquerors 
and conquered, masters and slaves, capitalists and 
workers, dominators and dominated in race and sex. 
And in such a world of conflict, a world of victims and 
executioners, it is the job of thinking people, as Albert 
Camus suggested, not to be on the side of the 
executioners.  

Thus, in that inevitable taking of sides which 
comes from selection and emphasis in history, I prefer 
to try to tell the story of the discovery of America from 
the viewpoint of the Arawaks, of the Constitution from 
the standpoint of the slaves, of the Civil War as seen by 
the New York Irish, of the rise of industrialism as seen 
by the young women in the textile mills, of the Spanish-
American war as seen by the Cubans, the conquest of 
the Philippines as seen by black soldiers, the First 
World War as seen by opponents of war, the New Deal 
as seen by blacks in Harlem, the postwar American 
empire as seen by peons (= landless peasants) in Latin 
America. And so on, to the limited extent that any one 
person, however he or she strains, can "see" history 
from the standpoint of others.  

My point is not to grieve for the victims and 
denounce the executioners. Those tears, that anger, cast 
into the past, deplete our moral energy for the present. 
And the lines are not always clear. In the long run, the 
oppressor is also a victim. In the short run (and so far, 
human history has consisted only of short runs), the 
victims, themselves desperate and tainted with the 
culture that oppresses them, turn on other victims.  

Still, understanding the complexities, we will be 
skeptical of governments and their attempts, through 
politics and culture, to ensnare ordinary people in a 
giant web of nationhood pretending to a common 
interest. I will try not to overlook the cruelties that 
victims inflict on one another as they are jammed 
together in the boxcars of the system. I don't want to 
romanticize them. But I do remember (in rough 
paraphrase) a statement I once read: "The cry of the 
poor is not always just, but if you don't listen to it, you 
will never know what justice is."  

I don't want to invent victories for people's 
movements. But to think that history-writing must aim 
simply to recapitulate the failures that dominate the 
past is to make historians collaborators in an endless 
cycle of defeat. If history is to be creative, to anticipate 
a possible future without denying the past, it should, I 
believe, emphasize new possibilities by disclosing those 
hidden episodes of the past when, even if in brief 
flashes, people showed their ability to resist, to join 
together, occasionally to win. I am supposing, or 
perhaps only hoping, that our future may be found in 
the past's fugitive moments of compassion rather than 
in its solid centuries of warfare.  
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Compare Columbus' log entries with Las Casas' journal entries. 

 Columbus Las Casas 

 

a. How does 
each describe 
the Arawaks?  

 

They ... brought us parrots and 
balls of cotton and spears and many 
other things, which they exchanged 
for the glass beads and hawks' bells. 
They willingly traded everything 
they owned. [...] The Indians are so 
naive and so free with their 
possessions that no one who has 
not witnessed them would believe 
it. When you ask for something 
they have, they never say no. To 
the contrary, they offer to share 
with anyone 

They put no value on gold and other precious things. They lack all 
manner of commerce, neither buying nor selling, and rely 
exclusively on their natural environment for maintenance. They are 
extremely generous with their possessions and by the same token 
covet the possessions of their friends and expect the same degree 
of liberality. 

Marriage laws are non-existent men and women alike choose their 
mates and leave them as they please, without offense, jealousy or 
anger. They multiply in great abundance; pregnant women work to 
the last minute and give birth almost painlessly; up the next day, 
they bathe in the river and are as clean and healthy as before giving 
birth. If they tire of their men, they give themselves abortions with 
herbs that force stillbirths. 

 Columbus Las Casas 

 

b. How does 
each entry 
describe the 
treatment of 
the native 
inhabitants? 

As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on 
the first Island which I found, I took 
some of the natives by force in order 
that they might learn and might give 
me information of whatever there is 
in these parts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But our work was to exasperate, ravage, kill, mangle and destroy; 
small wonder, then, if they tried to kill one of us now and then.... 
The admiral, it is true, was blind as those who came after him, and 
he was so anxious to please the King that he committed irreparable 
crimes against the Indians....  

The Spaniards grew more conceited every day and after a while 
refused to walk any distance. They were carried on hammocks by 
Indians. In this case they also had Indians carry large leaves to 
shade them from the sun and others to fan them with goose wings. 

The Spaniards thought nothing of knifing Indians by tens and 
twenties and of cutting slices off them to test the sharpness of their 
blades. Two of these so-called Christians met two Indian boys one 
day, each carrying a parrot; they took the parrots and for fun 
beheaded the boys.  

The Indians suffered and died in the mines and other labors in 
desperate silence, knowing not a soul in the world to whom they 
could turn for help. [...] mountains are stripped from top to 
bottom and bottom to top a thousand times; they dig, split rocks, 
move stones, and carry dirt on their backs to wash it in the rivers, 
while those who wash gold stay in the water all the time with their 
backs bent so constantly it breaks them; and when water invades 
the mines, the most arduous task of all is to dry the mines by 
scooping up pansful of water and throwing it up outside....  

As for the newly born, they died early because their mothers, 
overworked and famished, had no milk to nurse them, and for this 
reason, while I was in Cuba, 7000 children died in three months. 
Some mothers even drowned their babies from sheer 
desperation.... in this way, husbands died in the mines, wives died 
at work, and children died from lack of milk . .. and in a short time 
this land which was so great, so powerful and fertile ... was 
depopulated. 

 Columbus Las Casas 

 

c. Identify topics 
the other did 
not discuss 

Society of the Indians 

Relationship between men and 
women 

Details about the cruel treatment of 
the Indians. 
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AUFGABENSTELLUNGEN - TASKS   LÖSUNG 

a.) Write six sentences about the purposes and the results of Columbus' voyages. 

b.) Look for details/facts in the text that you think support and illustrate your thesis. 
 

One purpose of Columbus' voyages was to explore the sea route to the other side of the Atlantic - to the Indies and Asia, where 
he hoped to find gold and spices. 

["The information that Columbus wanted most was: Where is the gold? He had persuaded the king and queen of 
Spain to finance an expedition to the lands, the wealth, he expected would be on the other side of the Atlantic - the 
Indies and Asia" (page 1)] 
[ "There was gold in Asia, it was thought, and certainly silks and spices. Now that the Turks had conquered 
Constantinople and the eastern Mediterranean, and controlled the land routes to Asia, a sea route was needed." 
page 1] 
[" (....) they (Columbus and his men) ordered all persons fourteen years or older to collect a certain quantity of 
gold every three months. When they brought it, they were given copper tokens to hang around their necks. Indians 
found without a copper token had their hands cut off and bled to death. The Indians had been given an impossible 
task. The only gold around was bits of dust garnered from the streams." (page 3)] 
 

One purpose of Columbus' voyages was to subjugate (unterwerfen) and to enslave the native American population.  

["They would make fine servants.... With fifty men we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want." 
(Columbus' log entry, page 1)] 

["As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, I took some of the natives by force..." (Columbus' log 
entry, page 1)] 
["He (= Columbus) took more Indian prisoners (on Hispaniola) and put them aboard his two remaining ships." 
(page 2)] 

["Back in Spain Columbus promised the Spanish king and queen that he would bring them from his next voyage 
"as much gold as they need ... and as many slaves as they ask." (page 2)] 

 
One purpose of Columbus' voyages was to conquer the lands he had discovered by military force. 

["On Hispaniola, out of timbers from the Santa Maria, which had run aground, Columbus built a fort, the first 
European military base in the Western Hemisphere." (page 2)] 
 

One of the results of Columbus' voyages was the enslavement of the native American population (in order to pay back dividends 
to those who had invested in him). 

["In the year 1495, they (= Columbus and his men) went on a great slave raid, rounded up fifteen hundred Arawak 
men, women, and children, then picked five hundred of them to load onto ships. Of those five hundred, two 
hundred died en route. The rest (who) arrived alive in Spain were (...) put up for sale." (page 2)]  

[" When it became clear that there was no gold left, the Indians were taken as slave labor on huge estates, known 
later as encomiendas. They were worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the thousands." (page 3)] 

 

One of the results of Columbus' voyages was the exploitation  of the native American population (in order to pay back dividends 
to those who had invested in him). 

["After each six or eight months' work in the mines, which was the time required of each crew to dig enough gold 
for melting, up to a third of the men died. While the men were sent many miles away to the mines, the wives 
remained to work the soil, forced into the job of digging and making thousands of hills for cassava plants." (page 
4)] 

 

One of the results of Columbus voyages was the annihilation of the majority of the native Indian population in the Caribbean 
and many other parts of the Americas. 

["They (= the native Indians) were worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the thousands. By the year 1515, there 
were perhaps fifty thousand Indians left. By 1550, there were five hundred. A report of the year 1650 shows none of 
the original Arawaks or their descendants left on the island." (page 3)]  

["Thus husbands and wives were together only once every eight or ten months and when they met they were so 
exhausted and depressed on both sides ... they ceased to procreate." (page 4)] 

["When he arrived on Hispaniola in 1508, Las Casas says, "there were 60,000 people living on this island, including the 
Indians; so that from 1494 to 1508, over three million people had perished from war, slavery, and the mines. Who in future 
generations will believe this?" (page 4)] 
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AUFGABENSTELLUNGEN - TASKS   LÖSUNG 

 

a.) Write six sentences about the purposes and the results of Columbus' voyages. 
b.) Look for details/facts in the text that you think illustrate your thesis. 

 
Please give an account for some of the major reasons and outcomes of Columbus' voyages. Give detailed, factual evidence for 
your account. 

 
Please give an account for reasons the king and queen of Spain financed Columbus' exploration of a sea route to the other side 
of the Atlantic - to the Indies and Asia - in 1492. 

There was gold in Asia, it was thought, and certainly silks and spices. Now that the Turks had conquered Constantinople and 
the eastern Mediterranean, and controlled the land routes to Asia, a sea route was needed.  
When Columbus arrived in the Caribbean, the information he wanted most was: Where is the gold? He had persuaded the 
king and queen of Spain to finance an expedition to the lands, the wealth, he expected would be on the other side of the 
Atlantic - the Indies and Asia. 
In desperate attempts to find gold, Columbus and his men ordered all persons fourteen years or older to collect a certain 
quantity of gold every three months. When they brought it, they were given copper tokens to hang around their necks. 
Indians found without a copper token had their hands cut off and bled to death. The Indians had been given an impossible 
task. The only gold around was bits of dust garnered from the streams. 

 

Can you give detailed, factual evidence to support the thesis, that one purpose of Columbus' voyages was to subjugate 
(unterwerfen) and to enslave the native American population from the very beginning?  

After the first encounter with native Americans on the Bahamas Island, Columbus wrote a log entry, saying that they "would 
make fine servants.... With fifty men we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want." He continued to 
write: "As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, I took some of the natives by force..."  

Preparing for his voyage home from his first visit to the Caribbean, Columbus took Indian prisoners (on Hispaniola) and put 
them aboard his two remaining ships. Back in Spain Columbus promised the Spanish king and queen that he would bring 
them from his next voyage "as much gold as they need ... and as many slaves as they ask."  
 

 
Can you give detailed, factual evidence to support the thesis that one purpose of Columbus' voyages was to conquer the lands 
he had discovered by military force? 

On Hispaniola, out of timbers from the Santa Maria, which had run aground, Columbus built a fort, the first European 
military base in the Western Hemisphere. 
 
 

Can you provide detailed, factual evidence to support the thesis that one of the results of Columbus' voyages was the 
enslavement of the Native American population - in order to pay back dividends to those who had invested in him? 

In the year 1495, on their second voyage, Columbus and his men went on a great slave raid, rounded up fifteen hundred 
Arawak men, women, and children, then picked five hundred of them to load onto ships. Of those five hundred, two hundred 
died en route. The rest (who) arrived alive in Spain were (...) put up for sale. 

When it became clear that there was no gold left, the Indians were taken as slave labor on huge estates, known later as 
encomiendas. They were worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the thousands. 

 

Can you provide detailed evidence to support the thesis that one of the results of Columbus' voyages was to exploit the native 
American population - in order to pay back dividends to those who had invested in him. 

After each six or eight months' work in the mines, which was the time required of each crew to dig enough gold for melting, 
up to a third of the men died. While the men were sent many miles away to the mines, the wives remained to work the soil, 
forced into the job of digging and making thousands of hills for cassava plants. 

 

Can you provide detailed, evidence to support the thesis that one of the results of Columbus voyages was the annihilation of the 
majority of the native Indian population in the Caribbean and many other parts of the Americas? 

The native Indians were worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the thousands. By the year 1515, there were perhaps fifty 
thousand Indians left. By 1550, there were five hundred. A report of the year 1650 shows none of the original Arawaks or their 
descendants left on the island.  

As husbands and wives were together only once every eight or ten months and when they met they were so exhausted and 
depressed on both sides ... they ceased to procreate. 

When he arrived on Hispaniola in 1508, the Spanish bishop Bartolome de las Casas says, "there were 60,000 people living on 
this island, including the Indians; so that from 1494 to 1508, over three million people had perished from war, slavery, and the 
mines. Who in future generations will believe this?"  
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COLUMBUS AND THE INDIANS - DISCOVERY AND CONQUEST

Arawak men and women from the island 
Guanahani, naked, tawny, and full of wonder, 
emerged from their villages onto the island's 
beaches and swam out to get a closer look at the 
strange big boat. It was October, 12th 1492, thirty-
three days since he and his crew had left the Canary 
Islands, off the Atlantic coast of Africa, when 
Columbus and his sailors came ashore, carrying 
swords, speaking oddly, the Arawaks ran to greet 
them, brought them food, water, gifts. Columbus 
later wrote of this in his log: 

The Arawaks of the island Guanahani, one of 
the Bahamas islands, were much like Indians on 
the mainland, who were remarkable (European 
observers were to say again and again) for their 
hospitality, their belief in sharing.  

Quelle - Source: C 

They ... brought us parrots and balls of cotton 
and spears and many other things, which they 
exchanged for the glass beads and hawks' 
bells. They willingly traded everything they 
owned... They were well-built, with good 
bodies and handsome features.... They do not 
bear arms, and do not know them, for I 
showed them a sword, they took it by the 
edge and cut themselves out of ignorance. 
They have no iron. Their spears are made of 
cane... 

These traits did not stand out in the Europe 
of the Renaissance, dominated as it was by 
the religion of popes, the government of 
kings, the frenzy for money that marked 
Western civilization and its first messenger 
to the Americas,  

Christopher Columbus. Columbus wrote: 

Quelle - Source: A  

They [the natives] will make fine servants.... 
With fifty men we could subjugate them all 
and make them do whatever we want.  

[...]As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on 
the first Island which I found, I took some of 
the natives by force in order that they might 
learn and might give me information of 
whatever there is in these parts. 

The information that Columbus wanted most 
was: Where is the gold? He had persuaded the king 
and queen of Spain to finance an expedition to the 
lands, the wealth, he expected would be on the 
other side of the Atlantic - the Indies and Asia, 
gold and spices. For, like other informed people of 
his time, he knew the world was round and he 
could sail west in order to get to the Far East.  

Spain was recently unified, one of the new 
modern nation-states, like France, England, and 
Portugal. Its population, mostly poor peasants, 
worked for the nobility, who were 2 percent of the 
population and owned 95 percent of the land. 
Spain had tied itself to the Catholic Church, 
expelled all the Jews, driven out the Moors. Like 
other states of the modern world, Spain sought 
gold, which was becoming the new mark of wealth, 
more useful than land because it could buy 
anything.  

There was gold in Asia, it was thought, and 
certainly silks and spices. Now that the Turks had 
conquered Constantinople and the eastern 
Mediterranean, and controlled the land routes to 
Asia, a sea route was needed. Portuguese sailors 
were working their way around the southern tip of 
Africa. Spain decided to gamble on a long sail 
across an unknown ocean.  

COLUMBUS' FIRST VOYAGE  
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In return for bringing back gold and spices, 
king Ferdinand of Spain promised Columbus 10 
percent of the profits, governorship over new-
found lands, and the fame that would go with a 
new title: Admiral of the Ocean Sea. He was a 
merchant's clerk from the Italian city of Genoa, the 
son of a skilled weaver, and expert sailor. He set 
out with three sailing ships, the largest of which 
was the Santa Maria, perhaps 100 feet long, and 
thirty-nine crew members.  

Columbus would never have made it to Asia, 
which was thousands of miles farther away than he 
had calculated, imagining a smaller world. He 
would have been doomed by that great expanse of 
sea. But he was lucky. One-fourth of the way there 
he came upon an unknown, uncharted land that lay 
between Europe and Asia - the Americas. It was 
early October 1492, and thirty-three days since he 
and his crew had left the Canary Islands, off the 
Atlantic coast of Africa. The first man to sight land 
was supposed to get a yearly pension of 10,000 
maravedis3 for life. But the sailor called Rodrigo, 
who on October 12th had seen the early morning 
moon shining on white sands of an island in the 
Bahamas, the Caribbean sea, never got it. 
Columbus claimed he had seen a light the evening 
before. He got the reward.  

So, approaching land, they were met by the 
Arawak Indians, who swam out to greet them. The 
Arawaks lived in village communes, had a 
developed agriculture of corn, yams, cassava4. They 
could spin and weave, but they had no horses or 
work animals. They had no iron, but they wore tiny 
gold ornaments in their ears.  

This was to have enormous consequences: it 
led Columbus to take some of them aboard ship as 
prisoners because he insisted that they guide him to 
the source of the gold. He then sailed to what is 
now Cuba, then to Hispaniola (the island which 
today consists of Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic). There, bits of visible gold in the rivers, 
and a gold mask presented to Columbus by a local 
Indian chief, led to wild visions of gold fields.  

On Hispaniola, out of timbers from the Santa 
Maria, which had run aground, Columbus built a 
fort, the first European military base in the 
Western Hemisphere. He called it Navidad 
(Christmas) and left thirty-nine crewmembers 
there, with instructions to find and store the gold. 
He took more Indian prisoners and put them 
aboard his two remaining ships. At one part of the 
island he got into a fight with Indians who refused 
to trade as m any bows and arrows as he and his 

                                                                 
3 Spanish currency  
4 Cassava, also known as manioc, is extensively cultivated as 
an annual crop in tropical regions. It is the third-largest 
source of food carbohydrates in the tropics. 

men wanted. Two were run through with swords 
and bled to death. Then the Nina and the Pinta set 
sail for the Azores and Spain. When the weather 
turned cold, the Indian prisoners began to die. 
Columbus's report to the Court in Madrid was 
extravagant. He insisted he had reached Asia (it 
was Cuba) and an island off the coast of China 
(Hispaniola). His descriptions were part fact, part 
fiction:  

Quelle - Source H 
Hispaniola is a miracle. Mountains and hills, 
plains and pastures, are both fertile and 
beautiful ... the harbors are unbelievably good 
and there are many wide rivers of which the 
majority contain gold. . . There are many 
spices, and great mines of gold and other 
metals... The Indians are so naive and so free 
with their possessions that no one who has not 
witnessed them would believe it. When you 
ask for something they have, they never say no. 
To the contrary, they offer to share with 
anyone...."  

[Asking for a little help from your 
Majesties] in return I bring you from my next 
voyage as much gold as you need ... and as 
many slaves as you ask. Thus the eternal God, 
our Lord, gives victory to those who follow His 
way over apparent impossibilities. 

COLUMBUS' RETURN 

Because of Columbus's exaggerated report 
and promises, his second expedition was given 
seventeen ships and more than twelve hundred 
men. The aim was clear: slaves and gold. They 
went from island to island in the Caribbean, taking 
Indians as captives. But as word spread of the 
Europeans' intent they found more and more 
empty villages. On Haiti, they found that the sailors 
left behind at Fort Navidad had been killed in a 
battle with the Indians, after they had roamed the 
island in gangs looking for gold, taking women and 
children as slaves for sex and labor.  

Now, from his base on Haiti, Columbus sent 
expedition after expedition into the interior. They 
found no gold fields, but had to fill up the ships 
returning to Spain with some kind of dividend. In 
the year 1495, they went on a great slave raid, 
rounded up fifteen hundred Arawak men, women, 
and children, then picked five hundred of them to 
load onto ships. Of those five hundred, two 
hundred died en route. The rest arrived alive in 
Spain and were put up for sale by the archdeacon 
of the town, who reported that, although the slaves 
were "naked as the day they were born," they 
showed "no more embarrassment than animals." 
Columbus later wrote: "Let us in the name of the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agriculture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tropical
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Holy Trinity go on sending all the slaves that can 
be sold."  

But too many of the slaves died in captivity. 
And so Columbus, desperate to pay back dividends 
to those who had invested, had to make good his 
promise to fill the ships with gold. In the province 
of Cicao on Haiti, where he and his men imagined 
huge gold fields to exist, they ordered all persons 
fourteen years or older to collect a certain quantity 
of gold every three months. When they brought it, 
they were given copper tokens to hang around 
their necks.  

Indians found without a copper token had 
their hands cut off and bled to death. The Indians 
had been given an impossible task. The only gold 
around was bits of dust garnered from the streams. 
So they fled, were hunted down with dogs, and 
were killed.  
Trying to put together an army of resistance, the 
Arawaks faced Spaniards who had armor, muskets, 
swords, horses. When the Spaniards took prisoners 
they hanged them or burned them to death. In two 
years, through murder, mutilation, or suicide, half 
of the 250,000 Indians on Haiti were dead.  

 

When it became clear that there was no gold 
left, the Indians were taken as slave labor on huge 
estates, known later as encomiendas. They were 
worked at a ferocious pace, and died by the 
thousands. By the year 1515, there were perhaps 
fifty thousand Indians left. By 1550, there were five 
hundred. A report of the year 1650 shows none of 

the original Arawaks or their descendants left on 
the island.  

THE SUFFERING OF THE NATIVE 

AMERICANS 

The chief source - and, on many matters the 
only source - of information about what happened 
on the islands after Columbus came is Bartolomé 
de las Casas, who, as a young priest, participated in 
the conquest of Cuba in 1513. For a time he owned 
a plantation on which Indian slaves worked, but he 
gave that up and became a vehement critic of 
Spanish cruelty. Las Casas transcribed Columbus's 
journal and, in his fifties, began a multivolume 
History of the Indies. In it, he describes the 
Indians. They are agile, he says, and can swim long 
distances, especially the women. They are not 
completely peaceful, because they do battle from 
time to time with other tribes, but their casualties 
seem small, and they fight when they are 
individually moved to do so because of some 
grievance, not on the orders of captains or kings. 
Women in Indian society were treated so well as to 
startle the Spaniards. Las Casas describes Indian 
societies: 

Quelle - Source: G 

Marriage laws are non-existent men and 
women alike choose their mates and leave 
them as they please, without offense, jealousy 
or anger. They multiply in great abundance; 
pregnant women work to the last minute and 
give birth almost painlessly; up the next day, 
they bathe in the river and are as clean and 
healthy as before giving birth. If they tire of 
their men, they give themselves abortions with 
herbs that force stillbirths, covering their 
shameful parts with leaves or cotton cloth; 
although on the whole, Indian men and 
women look upon total nakedness with as 
much casualness as we look upon a man's head 
or at his hands.  

Cover of the "Short Account of the Destruction of the 

Indies" from 1552 
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The Indians have no religion, at least no 
temples. They live in large communal bell-
shaped buildings, housing up to 600 people at 
one time ... made of very strong wood and 
roofed with palm leaves.... They put no value 
on gold and other precious things. They lack 
all manner of commerce, neither buying nor 
selling, and rely exclusively on their natural 
environment for maintenance. They are 
extremely generous with their possessions and 
by the same token covet the possessions of 
their friends and expect the same degree of 
liberality. ... 

Las Casas at first urged replacing Indians by black 
slaves, thinking they were stronger and would 
survive, but later relented when he saw the effects 
on blacks. In Book Two of his History of the 
Indies, Las Casas tells about the relationship 

between  Indians and Europeans:   
Quelle - Source: E 

Endless testimonies ... prove the mild and 
pacific temperament of the natives.... But our 
work was to exasperate, ravage, kill, mangle 
and destroy; small wonder, then, if they tried 
to kill one of us now and then.... The admiral, it 
is true, was blind as those who came after him, 
and he was so anxious to please the King that 
he committed irreparable crimes against the 
Indians....  

The Spaniards grew more conceited every day 
and after a while refused to walk any distance. 
They were carried on hammocks by Indians. In 
this case they also had Indians carry large 
leaves to shade them from the sun and others 
to fan them with goose wings. 

The Spaniards thought nothing of knifing 
Indians by tens and twenties and of cutting 
slices off them to test the sharpness of their 
blades. Two of these so-called Christians met 
two Indian boys one day, each carrying a 
parrot; they took the parrots and for fun 
beheaded the boys. 

The Indians' attempts to defend themselves failed. 
And when they ran off into the hills they were 
found and killed.  
Indian men were forced to work in the gold mines. 
After six or eight months' work in the mines, 
which was the time required of each crew to dig 
enough gold for melting, up to a third of the men 
died.  Las Casas describes the working conditions 
in the mines: 
Quelle - Source: F  

The Indians suffered and died in the mines and 
other labors in desperate silence, knowing not 
a soul in the world to whom they could turn for 
help. [...] mountains are stripped from top to 

bottom and bottom to top a thousand times; 
they dig, split rocks, move stones, and carry 
dirt on their backs to wash it in the rivers, while 
those who wash gold stay in the water all the 
time with their backs bent so constantly it 
breaks them; and when water invades the 
mines, the most arduous task of all is to dry the 
mines by scooping up pansful of water and 
throwing it up outside.... 

While the men were sent many miles away to the 
mines, the wives remained to work the soil, forced 
into the job of digging and making thousands of 
hills for cassava plants. Thus husbands and wives 
were together only once every eight months and 
when they met they were so exhausted and 
depressed and finally they ceased to procreate. Las 
Casas writes in his book: 
Quelle - Source: D 

As for the newly born, they died early because 
their mothers, overworked and famished, had 
no milk to nurse them, and for this reason, 
while I was in Cuba, 7000 children died in 
three months. Some mothers even drowned 
their babies from sheer desperation.... in this 
way, husbands died in the mines, wives died at 
work, and children died from lack of milk . .. 
and in a short time this land which was so 
great, so powerful and fertile ... was 
depopulated. ... My eyes have seen these acts 
so foreign to human nature, and now I tremble 
as I write. 

Las Casas estimates the numbers of Indians who 
perished: 

Quelle - Source B 

When I arrived on Hispaniola in 1508, there 
were 60,000 people living on this island, 
including the Indians; so that from 1494 to 
1508, over three million people had perished 
from war, slavery, and the mines. Who in 
future generations will believe this? I myself 
writing it as a knowledgeable eyewitness can 
hardly believe it...." 

Thus began the history, more than five centuries 
ago, of the European invasion of the Indian 
settlements in the Americas. That beginning, when 
you read Las Casas - even if his figures are 
exaggerations (were there 3 million Indians to 
begin with, as he says, or less than a million, as 
some historians have calculated?) - is conquest, 
slavery and death.  

 

CORTEZ AND PIZARRO - THE CONQUEST 

CONTINUES 

What Columbus did to the Arawaks of the 
Bahamas, Cortes did to the Aztecs of Mexico, 
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Pizarro to the Incas of Peru, and the English 
settlers of Virginia and Massachusetts to the 
Powhatans and the Pequots.  

The Aztec civilization of Mexico came out of 
the heritage of Mayan, Zapotec, and Toltec 
cultures. It built enormous constructions from 
stone tools and human labor, developed a writing 
system and a priesthood. It also engaged in (let us 
not overlook this) the ritual killing of thousands of 
people as sacrifices to the gods. The cruelty of the 
Aztecs, however, did not erase a certain innocence, 
and when a Spanish armada appeared at Vera Cruz, 
and a bearded white man came ashore, with strange 
beasts (horses), clad in iron, it was thought that he 
was the legendary Aztec man-god who had died 
three hundred years before, with the promise to 
return-the mysterious Quetzalcoatl. And so they 
welcomed him, with munificent hospitality.  

That was Hernando Cortes, come from Spain 
with an expedition financed by merchants and 
landowners and blessed by the deputies of God, 
with one obsessive goal: to find gold. In the mind 
of Montezuma, the king of the Aztecs, there must 
have been a certain doubt about whether Cortes 
was indeed Quetzalcoatl, because he sent a 
hundred runners to Cortes, bearing enormous 
treasures, gold and silver wrought into objects of 
fantastic beauty, but at the same time begging him 
to go back. The painter Albrecht Dürer a few years 
later described what he saw from that expedition - 
a sun of gold, a moon of silver, worth a fortune.  

Cortes then began his march of death from 
town to town, using deception, turning Aztec 
against Aztec, killing with the kind of 
deliberateness that accompanies a strategy - to 
paralyze the will of the population by a sudden 

frightful deed. 
And so, in 
Cholulu, he 
invited the 
headmen of the 
Cholula nation 
to the square. 
And when they 
came, with 
thousands of 
unarmed 
retainers, 
Cortes's small 
army of 

Spaniards, 
posted around 
the square with 
cannon, armed 
with crossbows, 
mounted on horses, massacred them, down to the 
last man. Then they looted the city and moved on. 
When their cavalcade of murder was over they 
were in Mexico City, Montezuma was dead, and 
the Aztec civilization, shattered, was in the hands 
of the Spaniards. All this is told in the Spaniards' 
own accounts.  

In Peru, that other Spanish conquistador 
Pizarro, used the same tactics, and for the same 
reasons - the frenzy in the early capitalist states of 
Europe for gold, for slaves, for products of the 
soil, to pay the bondholders and stockholders of 
the expeditions, to finance the state bureaucracies 
and standing armies rising in Western Europe, to 
spur the growth of the new money economy rising 
out of feudalism, to participate in what later was 
called "the primitive accumulation of capital." 
These were the violent beginnings of an intricate 

system of technology, 
business, politics, and 
culture that would 
dominate the world for 
the next five centuries.  
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