
Document A: 
Source: Juan Gines de Sepulveda, 
Spanish Journal on the Indians, 1547. 

(NOTE – Sepulveda had a famous debate with Bartolome de 
Las Casas about the role Native Americans should play in the 
Spanish colonies) 

 
The Spanish have the perfect right to rule these 

barbarians of the New World who in prudence, skill, 
virtues and humanity are as infer to Spanish as 
children to adults or women to men, for there exists 
between the two as great a difference as between 
savage and cruel races and the most merciful…You 
surely do not expect me to recall at length the 
prudence and talents of the Spanish…And what can I 
say of the gentleness and humanity of our people, who 
even in battles after having gained victory put forth 
their greatest effort and care to save the greatest 
possible number of the conquered and to protect them from the cruelty of their 
supposed allies…they have established their nation in such a way that no possess 
anything individually, neither house nor a field for everything to their masters whom 
they call kings and by whose whims they live by more than their own and desire of 
these rulers, possessing no liberty…And fulfillment of all of this under no arms, is a 
definite sign of the servile and base soul of these barbarians…I do not say to our 
domination, but to a servitude less harsh as they have been born to slavery and not to a 
civic and liberal life, who are barbarous and impious and inhuman. 
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Document B: 
Source: Aztec account of the spread of smallpox, ca. 1500s. 
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Document C: 
Source: Ruling the Spanish Empire, 2007. 
GOVERNING THE PROVINCES 

Spain was determined to maintain strict control over its empire.  To achie-
ve thisgoal, the king set up the Council of the Indies to pass laws for the colonies.  He also a
ppointed viceroys, orrepresentatives who ruled in his name, in each province.  Lesser official
s and audiencias or advisory councilsof Spanish settlers, helped the viceroy rule.  The Counci
l of the Indies in Spain closely monitored these colonialofficial to make sure they did not ass
ume too much authority. 
SPREADING CHRISTIANITY 

To Spain, winning souls for Christianity was as important as gaining land. The 
Catholic Church worked with the government to convert indigenous, or natives of the 
American continents, to Christianity. Church leaders often served as royal officials and 
helped regulate activities of Spanish settlers. As Spain’s American empire expanded, Church 
authority expanded along with it.  

Franciscans, Jesuits, and other missionaries baptized thousand of converts into loyal 
subjects of the Catholic king of Spain. They also introduced European clothing, the Spanish 
language, and new crafts such as carpentry and locksmithing. Where they could, the Spanish 
missionaries forcibly imposed European culture over all of the cultures that were 
indigenous to the American continents. 
ENCOMIENDA SYSTEM 

At first, Spanish kings granted an “Encomienda” to the Spanish conquistadors 
(Spanish explorers conquering land on the America continents). Encomienda was the right to 
demand labor from Native Americans in particular areas. The conquistadors used this 
system to force Native Americans to work under the most brutal conditions. Those who 
resisted were hunted down and killed. Disease, starvation, and cruel treatment caused drastic 
declines in the Native American population. 

The Encomienda system was used in the mines of Peru in the Potosi region. By the 
1540’s, tons of silver from the Incan Empire territory had been extracted and brought back 
to the Spanish Empire. The mines were dangerous, as was the process of mining. Native 
Americans were forced to continue extracting silver from the mines to increase the wealth 
and power of the Spanish empire, while thousands upon thousands of indigenous people 
died form the terrible conditions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Document D: 
Source: “Iberian Roots of the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 1440–
1640,” by David Wheat, 2011 

The first slave trade voyage known to have sailed directly from Africa to the Americas 
arrived in Santo Domingo, on the island Española (Hispaniola), in 1525. The ship’s cargo 
consisted of nearly 200 captives purchased in São Tomé. Several additional slave ships 
disembarked enslaved Africans in Española, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Jamaica during the late 
1520s and 1530s. Taxes paid by slave merchants in Spain suggest that an average of about 
1,200 African captives were transported to the Americas each year from the mid-1540s to 
1580, though the actual numbers may have been considerably higher. While some enslaved 
Africans were sent to labor in mines, and in some cases sugar plantations, others were 
employed in traditional occupations performed by slaves in Iberia, such as street vending, 
domestic service, artisanal labor, construction, maritime labor, agriculture, and animal 
husbandry… 

…The union of the Spanish and Portuguese crowns during the years 1580 to 1640 
signaled the rise of a new era in the transatlantic slave trade. While the change may have 
been less noticeable in Brazilian ports such as Pernambuco, Salvador da Bahia, and Rio de 
Janeiro, after 1580 the Spanish Americas were directly connected to Portuguese-controlled 
slaving hubs in Atlantic Africa for the first time, resulting in unprecedented growth in the 
scale and volume of slave traffic to Spain’s American colonies… 

…Estimates of the total volume of the transatlantic slave trade during this forty-five-
year-period range from 200,000 to 300,000 enslaved Africans landed in the Spanish 
Americas. The differences in estimates proposed thus far may largely be explained by 
uncertainties regarding the frequency of [illegal] slave trading that, by all accounts, was … 
widespread. In order to [avoid] customs taxes, slave ship crews frequently [hid] captives, or 
disembarked extra captives in secondary ports. Other voyages were completely unregistered; 
we know of their existence only because Spanish American officials apprehended some slave 
ships’ crew members, who typically claimed to have been “blown off course” while bound 
for some other destination, or “pursued by enemies” and “forced to land.” 

…Though historians have only recently begun to pay serious attention to the large-
scale interactions between Iberia, Atlantic Africa, and the Americas between 1440 and 1640, 
it is clear that the slaving networks established during this era constituted, in the words of 
Antonio de Almeida Mendes, “the foundations of the system.” To some extent, the massive 
transatlantic slave trades of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may be portrayed quite 
simply as new iterations, or adaptations, of earlier Iberian models. Even the history of 
Africans’ forced migration to English-speaking North America, from the disembarkation of 
small numbers of captives in Virginia during the early 1600s, to the arrival of the slave ship 
Clotilda in Mobile in 1860, may be seen as one more extension of an older, deeper process 
rooted in the Iberian Atlantic world. 

 



Encounters in Spanish Colonization Documents 

 
 

Sourcing—Who is saying 
this? 

Content—What are they 
saying? 

P.O.V.—What biases do they 
bring to their story? 
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