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Hb&mobo:m peoples inhabited almost every inch of the Ameri-
cas when the Europeans and Africans arrived. Deserts and
forests were less densely populated than fertile valleys, but no
part of the continent lacked people who lived off the land and
considered themselves part of it. The Encounter between
native Americans and Europeans constitutes a defining moment
in world history. Neither the Europeans’ “Old World” nor the
“New World,” as they called the Americas, would ever be the
same afterward. For Latin America, conquest and colonization
by the Spanish and Portuguese created patterns of social dom-
ination that became eternal givens, like the deep and lasting
marks of an original sin.*

The Iberian invaders of America were personally no more
sinful than most. They came to America seeking success in the
terms dictated by their society: riches, the privilege of being
served by others, and a claim to religious righteousness. It makes
little sense for us to judge their moral quality as human beings
because they merely lived the logic of the world as they under-
stood it, just as we do. The original sin lay in the logic, justified

“*In Christian belief, Adam and Eve committed the original sin in the Gar-
. den of Eden, and all their descendants later inherited that sin.
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in religious terms, that assumed a right to conquer and colo-
-nize. One way or another, the European logic of conquest and
colonization soured the Encounter everywhere from Mexico to
Argentina. The basic scenario varied according to the natural
environment and the indigenous peoples’ way of life when the
European invaders arrived.

PATTERNS OF INDIGENOUS LIFE

The indigenous peoples of the Americas had adapted them-
selves to the land in many ways. Some were nonsedentary, an
adaptation to difficult environments such as the northern des-
erts of Mexico, the territory of the Chichimecas. Nonsedentary
people led a mobile existence as hunters and gatherers, and
movement kept their groups small and their social organization
relatively simple. Often they roamed open plains. Arid plains
occupy a wide swath of the interior of South America, then
inhabited by tribes of hunters and gatherers. Not forests, neither
were these exactly grasslands at the time of the Encounter.
Instead, they bristled with various kinds of scrub that, as in the
northeastern Brazilian area called the sertdo, might be thorny
and drop its leaves in the dry season. The Pampas peoples who
gave their name to the Argentine grasslands were also nonsed-
entary.

Other indigenous Americans were forest dwellers. Hunting
was important to them, too, but the abundant rainfall charac-
terizing most forest environments allowed them to depend on
agriculture in a way that the nonsedentary people could not,
and so forest peoples were often semisedentary. Their agricul-
tural practices were adapted to thin tropical soils. Thin soils?
Yes: The exuberant vegetation of tropical forests produces a
misleading impression. Outsiders think of these forests as “jun-
gles,” a word that suggests overpowering, unstoppable fertility.
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Thus, a 1949 geography text* speaks of “the relentless fecun-
dity and savagery of the jungle.” In fact, the breathtaking vital-
ity of tropical forests resides not in the soil, but in living things,
such as insects, trees, and the various tree-dwelling epiphytes
that have no roots in the ground. Particularly in the great rain
forest of the Amazon basin, the soils are of marginal fertility.
Once cleared for agriculture; tropical forest soils produce
disappointing yields after only a few years. Therefore, forest-
dwelling indigenous peoples practiced “shifting cultivation,”
sometimes called “slash and burn” because of the way they
cleared their garden plots. Semisedentary people built villages.
but moved them frequently, allowing old garden plots to be
reabsorbed into the forest and opening new ones elsewhere.
Shifting cultivation was thus a successful adaptation to one
of the world’s most challenging natural environments. Semised-
entary societies, like the forest-dwelling Tupi, the best-known

-indigenous people of Brazilian history, organized themselves by

tribes and by gender roles, but not by social class. Nor did they
build empires.

Finally, some indigenous people were fully sedentary. Perma-
nent settlement, usually on high plateaus rather than in forests,
made their societies more complex, and some constructed great
empires, especially the fabled Aztec, Inca, and Maya empires.
Not all sedentaries had empires, however. What all had in com-
mon were stationary, permanently sustainable forms of agri-
culture. For example, the capital of the Aztec Empire—more
populous than Madrid or Lisbon—was fed by quite an inge-
nious method. Tenochtitlan was surrounded by lake waters
on all sides, and in these waters the inhabitants of the city con-
structed garden platforms called chinampas. Alluvial deposits

*William Lytle Schurz, Lasin America: A Descriptive Survey (New York: E. P.
Dutton, 1949), 28.
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periodically renewed their fertility. The builders of the Inca
Empire had their own elaborate form of sustainable agricul-
ture involving terraced slopes, irrigation, and the use of nitrate-
rich bird droppings, called guano, for fertilizer. A permanent
agricultural base allowed the growth of larger, denser con-
glomerations of people, the construction of cities, greater labor
specialization—all sorts of things. Not all were good things.
Whereas the non- or semisedentary people tended toward fairly
egalitarian societies, in which outstanding individuals became
leaders thanks to their personal qualities, fully sedentary groups
were strongly stratified by class. Aztecs, Incas, and Mayas all
had hereditary nobilities that specialized in war.

Note that the names Aztec and Inca refer to empires and not,
strictly speaking, to their inhabitants at all. The rulers of the
Aztec Empire were a people called the Mexicas, who gave their
name to Mexico. The warlike Mexicas were relative newcomers
to the fertile valley where they built their amazing city, Tenoch-
titlan, on a lake in the shadow of great volcanoes, but they
inherited a civilization that had developed in Mexico’s central
highlands over thousands of years. For example, the gargantuan
Pyramid of the Sun, the largest pyramid on earth, was built long
before the Mexicas arrived. In the early 1400s, the Mexicas were
only one among many groups who spoke Nahuatl, the common
language of city-states in the region. But they conquered much
of central Mexico during the next one hundred years. Tenochtit-
lan, the imperial capital, was a vast and teeming complex of
towers, palaces, and pyramids that, according to the flabber-
gasted Spanish adventurer Bernal Diaz, rose like a mirage from
the waters of the surrounding lake, linked to the shore by a
series of perfectly straight and level causeways. “We were aston-
ished and said these things appeared enchantments from a book
of chivalry,” wrote Diaz, describing the Spaniards’ first sight of
Tenochtitlan.
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THE GreaT TemPLE OF TENOCHTITLAN. The site of human sacrifice
was part of a walled ceremonial complex, 300 meters square, at the
heart of the Aztec capital, later the location of the cathedral of Mexico
City. The Granger Collection, New York.
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From an imposing capital city in a high Andean valley far to
the south, the even larger Inca Empire had grown just as rap-
idly and recently as had the Aztec Empire. The Inca capital
was called Cuzco, meaning “the navel of the universe.” Today
one speaks of “the Incas,” but the name Inca actually referred
only to the emperor and his empire. Ethnically, the people of
Cuzco were Quechua speakers, and they, too, drew on a long
history of previous cultural evolution in the Andes. Cuzco’s
architectural marvels—earthquake-resistant masonry walls
with interlocking stones—were an old trick among Andean
builders. Heirs to ancient civilizations, the Aztec and Inca
Empires were newer and more fragile than they appeared. The
Mayas were less imperially inclined. Beginning much earlier
than Tenochtitlan and Cuzco, various Maya city-states with
imposing ceremonial centers held sway in Central America:
Tikal, Copan, Tulum, Uxmal. In cultural attainments, such
as art, architecture, and astronomy, the Mayas were second
to none in America. But the Mayas did not create an empire to
rival the Inca or Aztec empires. And since the high point of
the Maya Empire, if such a term really applies, was many cen-
turies before the Europeans arrived, it plays little part in our
story.

At the moment of the Encounter, then, most of Latin Amer-
ica was inhabited by nonsedentary or semisedentary people,
such as the Pampas of Argentina or the Tupis of Brazil. Today,
few of their descendants remain. Instead, the large indigenous
populations of Latin America descend from the sedentary farm-
ers, many of whom lived under Aztec, Maya, or Inca rule until
the Europeans arrived. Why did they survive when the others
perished? The answer is complex, but it explains much about
Latin America. It requires, first, some background about Spain
and Portugal, joined under the geographical name Iberia.
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ORIGINS OF A CRUSADING MENTALITY

In the 1490s, when Europeans clambered out of their cramped
sailing vessels to face indigenous Americans for the first time,
the greatest question was how each would react to the other.,
This was truly a cultural encounter, a clash of values and atti-
tudes. The Spanish and Portuguese outlook, along with their
crusader rhetoric, had been shaped by the history of the Iberian
Peninsula. :

Iberia is a rugged, mountainous land. Parts of it are as green
as Ireland (very green, indeed), but most of it is dry. On pictures
taken from space, southern ‘Spain appears the same color as
nearby northern Africa. Historically, Iberia had been a bridge
between Europe and Africa, and the narrow straits of Gibraltar
separating the two continents had often been crossed, in both
directions, by migrants and invaders. In the year 711, Muslims
from northern Africa, called Moors, began to cross heading
north and seized most of the peninsula from its Christian kings
(whose predecessors, generations earlier, had taken it from the
Romans, who, in turn, had seized it from the Carthaginians, and
so on). For most of the next eight hundred years, Iberia con-
tained multiethnic societies that intermingled but also fought
one another. Both activities left their mark.

Along with the practical skills of the Islamic world, the Moors
brought with them the learning of the Greeks and Romans, bet-
ter preserved in the Middle East during Europe’s Dark Ages.
Christians who lived under Moorish rule or who traded with
Moorish neighbors from the remaining Christian kingdoms
learned a healthy respect for the cultural achievements of Islam.

* The Moors were better physicians, better engineers, and better

farmers than the Iberian Christians, whose languages gradually
filled with Arabic words for new crops (such as basil, artichokes,
and almonds), new processes and substances (such as distilla-
tion and alcohol), new furnishings (such as carpeting), and new
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sciences (such as algebra and chemistry)—eventually totaling
about a quarter of all modern Spanish and Portuguese words.
Although speakers of Arabic, the Moors were darker than Arabs.
Shakespeare’s “black” character Othello, for example, is a Moor.
So the Christians of Iberia had long exposure to a sophisticated
and powerful people who did not look European. In addition,
on the eve of the Encounter, Iberia had one of the largest Jewish
minorities in Europe, and Lisbon and Seville were already home
to thousands of enslaved Africans. Not sympathetic to cul-
tural and racial difference, the Iberians were nevertheless well
acquainted with it. Spanish and Portuguese attitudes toward
other people ranged from scorn to grudging admiration to sex-
ual curiosity—dusky Moorish maidens figure erotically in Ibe-
rian folktales. The reign of Alfonso the Wise (1252—84), a noted
Jawgiver, represents a high point in this tense, multicultural Ibe-
rian world. In the end, however, the peninsula’s eight hundred
years of multicultural experience dissolved in an intolerant drive
for religious purity.

The Christian reconquest of Iberia powerfully shaped the
institutions and mentality of the Spanish and Portuguese. Ibe-
rian Christians believed that they had found the tomb of Santi-
ago, Saint James the Apostle, in the remote northwestern corner
of the peninsula never conquered by the Moors. The Moor-
slaying Santiago, pictured as a sword-swinging knight, became
the patron saint of reconquest, and his tomb in Santiago de
Compostela became Europe’s greatest shrine. Reconquest
brought the repeated challenges of annexing new territory and
subjugating infidel populations. As they pushed the Moors south
toward Africa over thirty generations, the reconquering Chris-
tians founded new urban centers as bastions of their advanc-
ing territorial claims, and individual warlords took responsibility
for Christianizing groups of defeated Moors, receiving tribute

and service from them in return. The same challenges and the
same procedures would be repeated in America. Another effect
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wm the reconquest was to perpetuate the knightly renown and
influence of the Christian nobility. For this reason, the values
of the nobles (fighting prowess, leisure, display of wealth) lost
ground only slowly to the values of the commercial middle class
ABo:&\BmE:mv industry, thrift). In addition, the requirements
of swmwmmwm led to a concentration of political power to facilitate
decisive, unified command. Two of the peninsula’s many small
Christian kingdoms gradually emerged as leaders of the recon-
quest. The most important by far was centrally located Castile
whose dominions eventually engulfed much of Iberia B&~
when united with the Esmmwgm of Aragon, Leén, and Zm<m§m,
laid the political basis for moderi Spain. On the Atlantic nomwﬁv
the king of Portugal led a parallel advance south and Bmsmmmnm
to maintain independence from Spain. Portugal was the first to
woBEmﬁm its reconquest, reaching the southern coast of Iberia
in the mid-r200s. On the Spanish side, the Moorish kingdom
of Granada held out for two more centuries before finally suc-
cumbing to Castilian military power in 1492.
gw: Queen Isabel of Castile decided to bankroll the explo-
rations of Christopher Columbus in the 1490s, she did so in
hopes o.m enriching her kingdom, true enough. By sailing west
- Columbus proposed to outflank a profitable <msmmw:->8m
Eo.sovo_w on trade routes to Asia. But we should not under-
estimate the religious mystique that also surrounded the Span-
ish and Portuguese monarchs. Isabel was above all a Catholic
wso:mnnr. Centuries of reconquest had created a true crusad-
ing mentality in Iberia, and the monarchies used this fervor
to justify their increasingly absolute power. Moors who had
accepted Christian rule, Jews whose families had lived in Iberia
for close to a thousand years, and anyone suspected of religious
nfidelity found themselves objects of a purge. Moors and Jews
vere forced to convert or emigrate. In fact, in the very year of
he surrender of Granada, Isabel expelled tens of thousands of
._mow_@ from Spain because they refused to renounce the Jewish
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faith. And Moors and Jews who did convert remained subject
to discrimination as “New Christians.” The famous Spanish
Inquisition was established to impose religious purity.

During the 1500s, Catholics and Protestants began fighting
bitterly in western Europe, and the monarchs of a unified Spain
led the Catholic side, pouring prodigious resources into the
war effort. Recall that in 1588 the Spanish Armada attempted to
invade Protestant England., Overseas exploration also took on
religious &.mﬂmom:o,mv The earlier Christian reconquest in Por-
tugal allowed the mOHHbchmm to extend their crusading activities
into Africa ahead of Spain. As Portuguese ships edged down the
coast of Africa during the 1400s, bringing back gold and slaves,
they found religious justification in tales of a lost Christian
kingdom that supposedly lay beyond the Sahara, waiting to be
reunited with the rest of Christendom. Isabel’s decision to fund
the voyages of Columbus was Spain’s bid to catch up with Por-
tugal. Thus, the two Iberian monarchies, strengthened politi-
cally by the reconquest, became the first in Europe to sponsor
major overseas exploration, and they arrived in the Western
Hemisphere neck and neck.

Although the Spanish-sponsored expedition of Columbus
arrived in America first, the difference was less than a decade.
Let us start with the Portuguese, who had pioneered the naviga-
tional skills and naval technology needed to get there. The Por-
tuguese colonization of Brazil exemplifies what happened when
the Europeans encountered indigenous people who were not
fully sedentary. An initial look at Brazil will help us appreciate
the unique qualities of the very different, and far more famous,
encounter of the Spanish with the fully sedentary peoples of
indigenous Mexico and Peru. -




