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Tue BraziLiAN COUNTEREXAMPLE

The first Portuguese fleet arrived in Brazil in 1500. Like
Columbus a few years earlier, the Portuguese commander Pedro
Alvares Cabral was bound for India, but in contrast to Colum-
bus, he actually did get there. Cabral had no intention of sail-
ing around the world. Instead, he was sailing from Portugal
down the west coast of Africa and around its southern tip into
the Indian Ocean. To catch the best winds, he had swung far
out into the South Atlantic on his southward voyage—so far
out, in fact, that before turning back east he bumped into Bra-
zil. Like Columbus, Cabral did not know exactly what he had
found, but he knew that it was not India. After naming Brazil
the “Island of the True Cross,” Cabral hurried on to his original
destination.

Brazil seemed unimportant to the Portuguese at the time.
Just a few years earlier, they had succeeded in establishing a
practical route to the fabled riches of South Asia—which
Columbus had failed to do. For the rest of the 1500s, the Portu-
guese concentrated on exploiting their early advantage in the
Far Eastern trade. Portuguese outposts elsewhere reached from
Africa to Arabia, India, Indonesia, China, and Japan. Portu-
guese ships returned to Europe perilously overloaded with silks
and porcelain, precious spices (pepper, nutmeg, cloves, and
cinnamon), and Persian horses, not to mention gold and silver.
Monopoly access to these riches made Portugal, for a time, a
major player in world history. Brazil offered nothing compara-
ble to India in the eyes of Cabral or his chronicler, Pero Vaz de
Caminha. Caminha’s curious description of what he saw on
Brazilian shores presented a vision of a new Garden of Eden,
paying particular attention to the fact that the indigenous peo-
ple there wore no clothes: “They go around naked, without any
covering at all. They worry no more about showing their pri-
vate parts than their faces.” The Portuguese sailors plainly
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found indigenous women attractive and inviting, but the only
thing that seemed to have potential for sale in Europe was a
red dye made from the “brazilwood” tree.

The name of this export product quickly replaced the original
name of “Island of the True Cross,” just as economics upstaged
religion, overall, in the colonization of Brazil and Spanish Amer-
ica. Still, religious ideas must not be discounted. “Fathers, pray
that God make me chaste and zealous enough to expand our
Faith throughout the world,” implored the young Portuguese
prince Sebastian, with unquestionable sincerity, to his Jesuit
tutors. Europeans of the 1500s believed in the teachings of their
religion as a matter of course, and some Portuguese and Spanish
men, especially those in holy orders such as the Jesuits, under-
took quite perilous voyages around the world primarily to save
souls. In sum, however, the vast majority of people had a mun-
dane mix of motivations, and the lure of worldly success was
constantly evident in their actions. The idea of spreading Chris-
tianity provided, above all, a compelling rationale for laying
claim to huge chunks of the “undiscovered” world. Conse-
quently, religious ideas became particularly influential at the
level of formal rationalization. Whenever the invaders of Amer-
ica had to explain and justify their actions, they invoked reli-
gious goals for reasons no more sinister than the common
human wish to present oneself in the best light.

Aside from their immortal souls, forest dwellers like the Tupi
did not have very much that the Europeans wanted, so they
were left more or less alone at first. Along the Brazilian coast,
some mutually advantageous trade developed when Tupi men
were willing to fell the brazilwood and float the logs to trading
stations in return for useful items such as steel axes. Occasion-
ally, Portuguese castaways or exiles “went native,” to live among
the indigenous people, and found a different kind of worldly
success, becoming influential figures in their localities and, in a
manier foreshadowed by the chronicle of Pero Vaz de Caminha,
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fathering dozens and dozens of children—the beginnings of a
process of racial mixing that has characterized the history of
Brazil. The king of Portugal was too preoccupied with his Asian
empire to think much about Brazil until the 1530s, when n.rm
appearance of French ships along the Brazilian coast made him
fear for his claims there. To secure them, he finally sent Portu-
guese settlers to Brazil. Suddenly, the Portuguese did ém:ﬁ
something that the Tupi possessed—their land. Now everything
would change.

To the Portuguese, settling the land meant clearing the forest
and planting crops, and sugarcane was the only crop with major
export potential. It could be milled and boiled down into con-
centrated, imperishable blocks packed in wooden chests that
fit easily into the small sailing ships of the day, and it brought
a high price in Europe, where sugarcane did not grow. These
qualities made sugarcane the cash crop of choice for centuries,
first in Brazil and later in the Caribbean and throughout the
lowlands of tropical America—anywhere landowners measured
their success according to what they could buy in Europe. And
that was more or less everywhere in the Iberian colonies. Sugar
was a plantation crop, requiring plenty of capital investment and
a large labor force, a crop where the profits of the planter were
partly a function of cheap labor. But no Portuguese settlers
wanted to provide cheap agricultural labor. Indeed, Iberians in
America were typically loathe to do any manual work at all,
because it contradicted their model of wordly success. As for
Tupi men, they traditionally hunted and fished and Hmmm.&mm
farming as women's work. Why should indigenous men or
women hoe weeds and chop cane for meager wages under the
burning sun when the forest gave them everything they wanted?
In any event, their semisedentary way of life involved periodic
movement incompatible with the plantation’s need for a fixed
labor force.

To gain the land and the labor of forest people like the Tupi,
the Portuguese resorted to force of arms. This meant attacking

ENCOUNTER 25

and enslaving each tribal group of a few hundred, one by one, in
bloody skirmishes, an activity quite taxing to the limited man-
power of the Portuguese. Here were no decisive battles that
put large defeated populations at the victors’ disposal. Other
factors made the task even harder. American forest dwellers
used the bow and the blowgun with deadly effect. The invad-
ers’ horses—elsewhere something like a secret weapon for the
Europeans, .because they did not exist in America before
the Encounter—could hardly move amid hanging vines, fallen
trunks, and tangled roots. To those who know it, the forest pro-
vides countless opportunities to hide, to escape, and to ambush
pursuers. Even after they were defeated, native Brazilians would
melt into the limitless woodland beyond the plantations if not
supervised constantly. In other words, extracting land and labor
from semisedentary forest dwellers meant totally destroying
their society and enslaving them. Most were likely to die in the
process.

This is exactly what happened all along the coast of Brazil
once the Portuguese began to establish sugar plantations. The
king of Portugal; who viewed the indigenous people as poten-
tially loyal subjects, did not approve of this wholesale annihila-
tion, but his power in Brazil was surprisingly limited. In an
attempt to settle two thousand miles of coastline on the cheap,
the king had parceled out enormous slices to wealthy individu-
als, called captains, who promised to colonize and-rule in his
name. Significantly, the most successful were those who mini-
mized conflict with the indigenous people. Pernambuco, on the
very northeastern tip of Brazil, became the model sugar cap-
taincy, partly because the family of its captain established an
alliance by marriage with a local chief. Most of the captaincies
failed, however. By the mid-1540s, indigenous rebellions threat-
ened to erupt up and down the coast. On the splendid Bay of
All Saints, the Tupinambé, a subgroup of the Tupi, had demol-
ished, one of the most promising settlements. So, in 1548, the
Portuguese king stepped up the colonization of Brazil by
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appointing a royal governor and building a capital city, Salva-
dor (also called Bahia), on that site.
Over the next half century, between the planters’ efforts to
enslave the Tupinambé people and certain disastrous efforts
to protect them, the Tupinamb4 vanished from the area of the
sugar plantations. Particularly lethal were European diseases,
against which indigenous people had no natural resistance;
contagion ran rampant among Tupinamb4 slaves in the close
quarters of plantations. Any gathering of native populations
facilitated this “demographic catastrophe.” The same ship that
brought the first royal governor also brought the first black-
robed Jesuit missionaries to Brazil. Famous for their intelligence
and zeal, the Jesuits moved quickly to establish special villages
where they gathered their indigenous flock to teach them Chris-
tianity and defend them from enslavement. Despite all good
intentions, however, epidemic European diseases decimated the
indigenous inhabitants of the Jesuit villages. On the plantations,
too, indigenous slaves were fast disappearing because of disease
and despair. To replace them, the Portuguese bought slaves in
Africa and crowded them into the holds of Brazilian-bound
ships. By 1600, Africans were rapidly replacing indigenous peo-
.ple as the enslaved workforce of Brazilian sugar plantations. The
" surviving Tupinamb4 either fled into the interior or intermarried
and gradually disappeared as a distinct group. This pattern was
to be repeated throughout Brazil as sugar cultivation spread.

AFRICA AND THE SLAVE TRADE

In several parts of Latin America, Africans totally replaced
indigenous laborers in the 1600s. How were so many people
enslaved and taken out of Africa? Why did they survive to popu-
late Brazil and the Caribbean while people like the Tupi died?
Now that Africans have entered our story—never to leave it—
we should consider the part they played in the Encounter.

=

A TupINAMBA WARRIOR. The warrior in this 1643 painting belonged to a
subgroup of the Tupi, among the most widespread of the many semised-
entary indigenous people in what is today Brazil. The Granger Collec-
tion, New York.
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The Encounter brought together people from three conti-
nents to create new societies, but as we have seen, the Africans
and the Iberians were not total strangers. In fact, the first slaves
to arrive in America were Africans who had already spent time
as slaves in Iberia itself. Europeans and Africans had more in
common with each other than with indigenous Americans.
Along with Europe and Asia, Africa formed a part of what Euro-
peans called the Old World. For tens of thousands of years, the
indigenous people of the New World had been isolated, and
thus protected, from the diseases circulating in the Old World.
Hence their utter vulnerability to European diseases. Africans,
on the other hand, were not so susceptible. Old World trade
routes and migrations had already exposed them to these
microbes. Similarly, indigenous Americans had never seen the
horses, cattle, sheep, pigs, chickens, and other domestic animals
brought by the Iberians, but Africans already raised the same
animals, and some Africans were skilled horsemen. Although
indigenous people fashioned intricate jewelry out of gold and
silver, they did nothing with iron. Africans, on the other hand,
were experienced ironworkers and even produced high-quality
steel. Then too, most Africans were fully sedentary agricultur-
ists and therefore closer than the semisedentary Tupi to the
pattern of Iberian rural life. Finally, indigenous people like the
Tupi had every reason to expect the worst when captured and
enslaved, because among the Tupi, slaves were frequently sac-
rificed and sometimes eaten. Africans brought a different set of
expectations to the experience of slavery.

Slavery was everywhere in African societies, a social institu-
tion basic to economic life. In Africa, as in Iberia and indige-
nous America, slaves were most often war captives, but with
an important difference. In Africa, captives did not necessar-
ily remain eternally degraded servants, and often their chil-
dren were not born slaves. Eventually, African forms of slavery
allowed full social integration of the slaves’ descendants. In some
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African societies, slaves might even attain high status and elite
privileges as administrators. Buying and selling slaves at mar-
kets, on the other hand, was a European tradition. The African
slave trade per se began to take on massive proportions only
after the Portuguese arrived in the 1400s.

Along the African coast, the Portuguese established trading
centers stocked with silks, linens, brass kettles, and eventually
rum, tobacco, guns, and gunpowder, but most especially with
bars of irorr for metalworking. African traders brought long
lines of slaves, chained together at the neck; to these embarka-
tion centers. Most had been captured in wars between African
states, and eventually the profits of the trade of war captives
provided a new stimulus to warfare. Slaving vessels might also
stop anywhere along the coast to buy captives from local trad-
ers. Meanwhile, the Portuguese sought ideological justification
in the notion that buying such captives to Christianize them
was actually doing them a favor. The Board of Conscience in
Lisbon cleared the procedure as long as the Portuguese slavers
were supposedly “rescuing” the captives of cannibals, or enslav-
ing certified practitioners of human sacrifice, or engaging in
some form of certified “just war.” In practice, however, such
legal distinctions mattered little to slave traders. They bought
whoever was for sale, willy-nilly, with a special preference for
healthy young men, and then packed them into the holds of
slave ships where 15 to 20 percent on average would die on the
voyage. Probably more than a million people died in-the pas-
sage across the Atlantic alone. Early exploration of the African
coast led to about a century of Portuguese dominance in the

“slave trade. Portuguese slavers supplied human cargo to Span-

ish American, as well as Brazilian, buyers.

We have few firsthand accounts of what being human cargo
was like, although around twelve million people over four cen-
turies had the experience. One exception is the account of
Olaudah Equiano, written in the r700s, after the trade had been
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underway for more than two centuries. Equiano describes his
confusion and despair when arriving aboard ship to encounter
the claustrophobic horror of the dark, foul, and narrow cargo
spaces. Not until he found a few other people who spoke his
language did Equiano learn that he was being taken to work in
the white man’s land. Enslaved Africans came to Latin America
in diverse groups, speaking many different languages, originat-
ing in three widely separated areas of Africa. v

The first area to be affected by the slave trade was West
Africa, from Sénegal to Nigeria. Here a coastal belt of tropical
forest gives way, farther inland, to savanna (the Sudanic belt)
and eventually to the beginnings of the Sahara desert. This is
a special part of Africa, traversed in a great arc by the Niger
River, the cradle of many cultural developments. Beginning
about five thousand years ago, Bantu-speaking people set out
from the area around the mouth of the Niger River in great
migrations, spreading their culture east and south over much of
the continent. Along the course of the Niger, a thousand years
ago, arose kingdoms famous in Europe for their wealth in gold.
Enough of that gold had trickled north across the Sahara in
camel caravans to excite the interest of medieval Europeans,
and the Portuguese undertook their exploration of the African

~ coast partly to find the source of the precious flow. Communica-

tion across the Sahara also brought Islam to West Africa. Before
the slave trade, the most powerful kingdoms arose inland on the
upper Niger, where stood the fabulous walled city of Timbuktu,
with its bustling markets and university. In 1324, when Mansa
Musa, king of Mali, made a pilgrimage to Mecca (as devout
Muslims try to do at least once in their lives), his caravan car-
ried enough gold to cause oscillations in currency values in the
areas it crossed. The fatal attraction of precious metals first
brought the Portuguese to “the Gold Coast” (modern Ghana),
but the value of human cargoes from this region eventually far
outstripped the golden ones. The British, the French, and the
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Dutch eventually established their own trading stations, finally
breaking the Portuguese monopoly on the West African coast.
Two other areas of Africa remained more or less monopolized
by the Portuguese: Angola and Mozambique, where coastal
stretches of grassy, open land allowed the Portuguese to pene-
trate far inland and actively colonize, in contrast to their more
limited West African trading strategy. As a result, Portuguese
remains the language of government in Angola and Mozam-
bique today. These regions became chief sources for the slave
trade only after the Portuguese were edged out of West Africa
by competition from other European countries. But that gets
ahead of our story.
 For now, having observed how Portugal’s exploration of the
African coast and its clash with the semisedentary Tupi laid
the ethnic and demographic foundations for a black-and-white
Brazil, let us return to the sedentary societies of Mexico and
Peru, where Aztec and Inca rulers boasted astonishing golden
treasures.

THE FALL OF THE AZTEC AND INCA EMPIRES

While Brazil remained a backwater in the 1500s, Mexico and
Peru drew the Spaniards like powerful magnets, becoming the
two great poles of Spanish colonization. For three centuries,
Mexico and Peru would remain the richest and most populous
places in the Americas, but first their indigenous rulers had to
be defeated. The Aztec and Inca emperors commanded tens of
thousands of warriors and vast material resources. Their pre-
cipitous defeat at the hands of a few hundred Spanish adven-
turers is unparalleled in world history. Several circumstances
conspired to make it possible.

In 1519, when they first set foot in Mexico, the Spaniards
already knew a lot about America. After all, a full generation

had passed since they began settling the Caribbean islands

ENCOUNTER 33

where Columbus made landfall: Hispaniola (today divided
between Haiti and the Dominican Republic) and Cuba. The
initial Spanish experience there with the semisedentary Arawak
people, who were not so different from the Tupi, had begun
with trading but rapidly degenerated into slaving. The outcome
was similar to-what had transpired on the Brazilian coast. Dis-
ease and abuse decimated the Caribbean’s indigenous people
within a generation. Soon they would cease to exist altogether,
to be replaced by African slaves. .

The Spanish invaders were not soldiers but undisciplined
adventurers seeking private fortunes. The first to arrive laid
claim to the indigenous inhabitants and, eventually, the land,
leaving little for the next wave of adventurers. These had to
conquer somewhere else. Operating from the Caribbean bases,
Spanish newcomers began to explore the coast of Central and
South America, crossed Panama, and found the Pacific Ocean,
making contact with many different indigenous groups and
beginning to hear rumors of glittering, mysterious empires in
the mountains beyond the Caribbean. So it was that, by the
time he found the Aztec Empire, the Spanish leader Hern4n
Cortés had already been dealing with indigenous Americans
for fifteen years.

In the conquest of Mexico, no other single Spanish advan-
tage outweighed the simple fact that Cortés more or less knew
what was happening, whereas Mexica leaders, including Moc-
tezuma, the Aztec emperor, had no earthly idea who, or what,
the Spaniards might be. For centuries the story has circulated
that Moctezuma suspected the Spaniards were gods from
Aztec mythology, that Cortés himself could be Quetzalcoat!, a
white-skinned deity whose coming had been foretold in proph-
ecy. That story now appears to be incorrect, however, because
it originated several decades after the arrival of the Spaniards.
Although repeated a thousand times, it should now be cor-
rected. On the other hand, the list of never-before-seen things
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that the Spanish brought was long and intimidating: tall-masted
sailing ships, ferocious attack dogs, horses of monstrous size,
cannon belching fire and thunder, steel blades, and body armor.
The Mexica had never seen Europeans or Africans (who were
always present among the conquistadors), and had no prior clue
that such strange-looking people even existed. Logically, they
regarded these outlandish invaders as beings from outside the
world they knew. Searching for a name to call the Spaniards,
the Mexica used the Nahuatl word teul, which at the time was
routinely translated into Spanish as dios, or “god.” Since the
word teul could be used for a spirit or demon, it did not imply
adoration, but it clearly implied supernatural power. The Span-
iards’ humanity, vulnerability, and hostile intentions did not
become clear until Cortés and his expedition had been wel-
comed into Tenochtitlan, where they took Moctezuma hostage.
By the middle of 1521, smallpox and indigenous allies had helped
Cortés annihilate Tenochtitlan, and the Aztec Empire as a
whole quickly collapsed.

It took more fighting to overthrow the Inca Empire. Still, the
stunningly rapid and complete Spanish triumph in both cases: .
calls for explanation. Once again, experience was on the Span-
ish side. The leader of the Peruvian expedition, Francisco Pizarro,
was another seasoned conquistador who, like Cortés (his distant
relative), employed a tried-and-true maneuver, something the
Spanish had been practicing since their first Caribbean encoun-
ters with indigenous people, when he treacherously took the
Inca ruler Atahualpa hostage in 1532. Then, too, the Spanish
advantage in military technology must be recalled. Horses, steel,
and (less importantly) gunpowder gave the invaders a devastat-
ing superiority of force, man for man, against warriors armed
only with bravery and stone-edged weapons. Spanish weaponry
produced staggering death tolls. At one point, the Spanish
under Cortés massacred ten times their number in a few hours
at the Aztec tributary city of Cholula. Spanish military advan-
tages came from their Old World heritage, which included
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TENOGHTITIAN AND ITs SURROUNDING LAKE. The Aztec capital was
linked to the lake shore by causeways and was crosscuit, like Venice, by

* a series of canals. Note the square ceremonial complex at the city center.
Smaller cities and installations are visible around the edge of the lake in
this 1524 map. Newberry Library, Chicago.

gunpowder from China and horses from Asia. Old World
microbes were Spanish allies, too.

Imagine the horror of the Incas when Pizarro captured the
Inca emperor, Atahualpa. Atahualpa had arrived with an army
numbering in the tens of thousands; Pizarro had only 168 Span-
iards. Atahualpa had reason to be overconfident, and he walked
into an ambush. Pizarro’s only hope was a smashing psycho-
logical victory, so he drew on another tried-and-true Spanish
tactic, one repeatedly used in Mexico: the surprise slaughter of
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indigenous nobles within an enclosed space. At Pizarro’s invita-
tion, Atahualpa’s multitude of followers entered a square where
the Spaniards had hidden cannons. Without warning, the can-
nons fired into the crowd at close range, creating gruesome car-
nage. Then Spaniards on horses charged into the mass of bodies,
swinging their long steel blades in bloody arcs, sending heads
and arms flying, as no indigenous American weapon could do.
Meanwhile, surprise and armor protected Pizarro’s men. Not
one of them died that day, yet they succeeded in taking Ata-
hualpa prisoner, killing and maiming thousands of his men in
the process. Atahualpa’s people brought mountains of gold to
ransom him, but Pizarro had him executed anyway. Depriving
the indigenous defenders of leadership was part of the “divide-
and-conquer” strategy.

Neither the Incas nor the Aztecs could have been defeated
without the aid of the Spaniards’ indigenous allies. In Mexico,
Aztec taxes and tributes had weighed heavily on the shoulders
of other Nahuatl-speaking city-states. Tributary city-states had
furnished sacrificial victims for the Aztec state religion, the ide-
ology that glorified Aztec imperial expansion and bathed the
pyramids of Tenochtitlan in the blood of hundreds of thousands.
As a result, Cortés found ready alliances, most :oﬁmzw with the
nearby indigenous city of Tlaxcala, an old rival of Tenochtitlan.
Eager to end Aztec rule, rival cities sent thousands of warriors to
help Cortés.

Pizarro, too, used indigenous allies to topple the Inca Empire.
Unlike the Aztecs, the Incas had imposed a centralized power
that broke up rival city-states and resettled their populations.
While the Aztecs had merely imposed tributes, the Incas admin-
istered, building roads and storage facilities and garrisons. Like
the Aztecs, and like the Spanish and Portuguese, too, the Incas
had a state religion that provided an ideological justification for
empire. Unfortunately for the Incas, however, both the reigning
emperor and his successor had died suddenly in the epidemic
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that, advancing along trade routes ahead of Pizarro, ravaged the
Inca ruling family, creating a succession crisis just before the
Spanish arrival. Disastrously, an Inca civil war had begun. Ata-
hualpa led one side and his brother Huascar the other. The wily

' Pizarro was able to play the two sides against each other, achiev-

ing the ultimate victory for himself. Each side in the Inca civil
war saw the other as the greatest threat. How could they know
that Pizarros tiny expedition was only the entering wedge of
vast colonizing forces beyond the Atlantic?

Aztec and Inca treasures soon attracted Spaniards by the
thousands. The defeat of Aztec and Inca power was only the
first step in establishing Spanish dominion over the mainland.
Now the Spanish had to colonize, to assert effective control over
large populations and sprawling territories, over the civilizations
that underlay the Aztec and Inca empires and that remained in
place after their destruction. This was a gradual process, requir-
ing several generations and contrasting markedly with the pat-
tern of colonization on the Brazilian coast.

Tue BIRTH OF SPANISH AMERICA

Even before the dust of imperial collapse had settled in
Mexico and Peru, the Spanish began to parcel out the plunder
of conquest. Some was treasure captured from indigenous roy-
alty, but most took a form called encomienda, whereby the con-
querors were rewarded with people. In this system, indigenous
people were “entrusted” (the meaning of the word encomienda)
to each conqueror, who had the responsibility of Christianizing
them and the privilege of making them work for him. Enco-
miendas of conquered Moors had been awarded aplenty during
the Christian reconquest of Iberia, so it was a familiar system
to the Spaniards. Conquerors who received encomiendas became
much like European nobles, able to live from the labor of serf-
like farmers who delivered part of their crops as regular tribute.
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For indigenous farmers accustomed to paying tribute to imperial
masters, the situation was familiar, too. Most often, the same
city-states, villages, and clans that had once paid tribute to the
Aztecs or Incas now paid tribute to the new Spanish overlords
instead. Calamitous, repeated epidemics during the 1500s, com-
parable in severity to the Black Death of medieval Europe,
reduced native populations to a fraction of their former size.
But, unlike what occurred in the Caribbean or along the Bra-
zilian coast, indigenous villages did not disappear from Mexico
and Peru.

Whereas Tupi society was swept away by disease and replaced
by Brazilian sugar plantations, the sedentary farming societies
of central Mexico and the Andes survived, shaken but intact,
for the Spanish to take over. The Spanish normally created
encomiendas out of already existing communities with their
own indigenous nobles, whom the Spanish called caciques.*
The Spanish conquerors cultivated relations with these nobles,
sometimes marrying into their families. Gradually, however,
Spanish conquest undercut the defeated warrior nobility of
Aztec and Inca days, and indigenous people adopted Spanish-
style village governments. In Mexico, village officials with Span-
ish titles conducted their business and kept written records in
Nahuatl. Hundreds of Spanish words came into Nahuatl, of
course, indicating the powerful impact of conquest, but the
basic structure of the language survived, preserving a distinctly
indigenous worldview. .

Mexico officially became “New Spain,” but it was really two
societies being grafted together, mostly by Spanish men and
indigenous women. Spanish women, like Portuguese women in
Brazil, were few. In the early years of the Encounter, Spanish

*Cacique is actually an Arawak word that the Spanish adopted in the
Caribbean and later applied elsewhere.
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men in America outnumbered Spanish women roughly nine to
one. So, within a few years, indigenous women and Spanish
men became the parents of a legion of mestizo children, exactly
as anticipated by Pero Vaz de Caminha’s letter from Brazil.
Malinche had Cortés’s baby soon after the fall of Tenochtitlan.

What an intriguing figure is Malinche, a Spanish deforma-
tion of her indigenous name, Malintzin. She was one of twenty
female slaves given to Cortés as he sailed up the Mexican coast
seeking the Aztec Emipire in 1519. She already spoke Maya and
Nahuatl, and she learned Spanish in months. This astoundingly
quick-witted and self-possessed sixteen-year-old girl became
inseparable from Cortés and was instrumental in the capture of
Moctezuma. Understandably, her life has been read as a roman-
tic novel, but also as a betrayal of Mexico. It was neither. As for
romance, Cortés summoned his Spanish wife, who was waiting
in Cuba, then gave Malinche a bit of property and turned her
away. As for betraying Mexico, that country did not yet exist,
unless one refers to the Aztec Empire, and Malinche had good
reason to hate the Aztecs. Although Nahuatl was her first lan-
guage, her own family*had sold her into slavery to Mayas, which
is how she learned that language. Malinche was more betrayed
than betrayer. Cortés married her to one of his men, with whom
she had a second child. She died, not yet twenty-five, only a few
years later.

The Aztec princess Techichpotzin, baptized Isabel, was the
daughter of Moctezuma. She became “Isabel Moctezuma,”
exemplifying the woman of indigenous nobility who could
attract a Spanish husband because of her wealth. As the legiti-
mate heiress of Moctezuma’s personal fortune and the recipi-
ent of a desirable encomienda, Isabel attracted more than her
share of husbands. Before her three Spanish husbands, she
was married to two different leaders of the Aztec resistance in
the last days of Tenochtitlan. She outlived four of her spouses,
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bore seven mestizo children, adapted to her new life, and
became a model of Catholic devotion and a benefactor of reli-
gious charities. She lived to the respectable age of forty.

As the Aztec and Inca nobility declined and the number of
Spanish women increased, fewer and fewer Spanish men
married indigenous women. Although Spanish men continued
fathering unnumbered mestizo children, most were illegitimate
and inherited little or nothing from their Spanish fathers. These
children were “people-in-between”: not Europeans or Africans
or indigenous Americans. Mestizo children were second-class
people in the Spanish world, poor relations, if recognized at
all. Malinche’s son by Cortés, Martin, became virtually a ser-
vant of his half-brother, also named Martin, Cortés’s son by his
second Spanish wife.

Spanish women usually arrived after the fighting was over,
but that was not always the case. A woman named Isabel de
Guevara helped conquer Argentina and Paraguay in the 1530s
and 1540s. Years later, in an attempt to gain an encomienda for
her part in the conquest, she wrote a letter to the Spanish
Crown, describing how the women of the expedition took over
when famine killed two-thirds of their party. As the men fainted
from hunger, wrote Guevara, the women began “standing guard,
patrolling the fires, loading the crossbows . . . arousing the sol-
diers who were capable of fighting, shouting the alarm through
the camp, acting as sergeants, and putting the soldiers in order.”

The most famous “conquistadora” of all was Inés Sudrez, a
woman of thirty when she came to America in 1537, alone, look-
ing for her husband. She searched first in Venezuela, then in
Peru, where she found her husband already dead. Sudrez then
became the mistress of the conqueror of Chile, legendary for her
actions during an indigenous attack there. Her plan was to ter-
rorize the attackers by throwing them the heads of seven cap-
tured chiefs, and her most famous deed was to cut off the first
captive’s head herself. Despite (what was regarded as) her hero-
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ism, the conqueror of Chile, who had a wife in Spain, put Inés
Suérez aside when he became governor of the new territory.

Favorable marriages outweighed even extraordinary ability in
the lives of women. The marriage contract was a pillar of the
Spanish social structure, crucial to the distribution of property.
Marriage was a religious sacrament, and religious conformity
was serious business in the Spanish Empire.

Spanish conquest had meant an earthly and a spiritual con-
quest, the defeat of the old gods. Spanish churchmen arrived to
teach Catholic doctrine. They searched insistently for sacred
objects that the indigenous people still preserved, hidden away,
from their old religions—"idols,” in Catholic eyes. The priest
and the holder of the encomienda stood side by side in many
areas, as the only two representatives of Spanish authority. As
had occurred during the Christianization of Europe centuries
earlier, the conversion of kings (or, in America, caciques) brought
whole communities into the church at once. In their haste
to baptize, missionaries perfunctorily sprinkled holy water on
indigenous people in mass ceremonies that did little to teach
them Christianity..Still, the baptized could remember the impo-
sition of other imperial state religions, for that was a pattern
familiar from before the Encounter. Among sedentary peoples,
the Spanish made a habit of erecting churches on sites already
sacred to indigenous deities. The people of Tenochtitlan cannot
have been surprised to see Spanish conquerors level the Aztec
Great Temple and construct their cathedral on practically the
same spot.

The fully sedentary people of central Mexico.and Peru
survived the Encounter infinitely better than did semiseden-
tary people such as the Tupi. Still, the Encounter had a dire
impact on settled agrieultural societies, too. The Spanish often
demanded more tribute than had indigenous overlords. For
example, Andean villages had provided a labor draft called the
mita to their Inca rulers, but after the conquest mita laborers
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were forced to do something new—toil in the shafts of deep
silver mines, sometimes locked down for days. In addition, epi-
demic European diseases continued to decimate the indigenous
population.

By the end of the 1500s, the basic contours of Latin Ameri-
can ethnicities were established. American, European, and
African genes and cultures had begun to mix, creating rich
potential for human diversity, but the violent and exploitative
nature of the Encounter would sour the mix for centuries to
come. In Brazil and the Caribbean region, Europeans and Afri-
cans took the place of the indigenous populations that were
virtually wiped out. In Mexico and Peru, by contrast, Nahuatl-
and Quechua-speaking societies survived to be gradually trans-
formed. One way or the other, the original sin of Latin American
history—the festering social injustice at the core—had done
its durable damage. How would more equitable, more inclusive
communities ever emerge from the smoking ruins of conquest?
The next step, systematic colonization, the creation of entire
social systems geared to serve the interests of distant masters in
Europe, only made matters worse.

Colonial Brazilian Church.
Statue by Alejjadinho. Photo-
graph by Michael Teague. §

Brazil, Time World Library,
1967. |

As our story makes abundantly clear, the European drive
to extract labor and tribute explains much about the coloniza-

‘tion of Latin America. How could it be different? At the most

basic level, conquest is always about exploitation. On the other
hand, conquerors and colonizers rarely admitted this, even to
themselves. That is how the other, more idealistic, motives
enter the picture. Most Spanish and Portuguese people who
came to the Americas in the 1500s believed that spreading the
“true religion,” even by force, was a good nmm:m. Like all people,
they tended to give their own actions the best possible inter-
pretation. On the other hand, religious idealism truly was the
driving force for some; logically enough, these were most often
church people. The Catholic Church—Inquisition and all—
generated the most important humanitarian countercurrents
in this age of raw exploitation.
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For example, some members of the Franciscan order who
arrived in Mexico as early as 1524 showed deep respect for the
indigenous people. Several Franciscans carefully gathered and
preserved information about Aztec history, religion, and daily
life. The most notable was Bernardino de Sahagtin, who wrote
that Aztec family organization and child-care practices were
superior to those of Spain. Sahagiin collaborated with his
indigenous students to assemble a treasure trove of Aztec
thought, literature, and customs in their original language,
Nahuatl. Gorgeously illustrated in authentic indigenous style,
his book, known today as the Florentine Codex, remains
essential for any interpretation of Aztec civilization. Another
Franciscan, Toribio de Motolinia, denounced Spanish trib-
utes, torture, and forced labor as so many “plagues” afflicting
the indigenous people. To this day, Motolinia is warmly
remembered in Mexico as a defender of the conquered.

The first Jesuits in Brazil similarly worked to defend the
indigenous people against the depredations of the colonists. As
a first measure, the Jesuits learned a number of the variants of
Tupi (which was really a family of related languages as distinct
from one another as French, Spanish, and Italian). They then
devised a simplified Tupi grammar and a standard vocabulary
for use in the mission villages. This Lingua Geral, or “general
tongue,” was easily learned by speakers of various Tupi dia-
lects. It facilitated religious teaching and separated the indig-
enous people from the settlers who wanted to enslave them.

But by far the greatest religious champion of the indigenous

people was Bartolomé de las Casas, prototype for a long line
of radical priests in Latin America. Las Casas was a university-
educated, fortune-seeking young gentleman—no radical at
all—when he came to America in 1502. He got an encomienda
himself and for twelve years lived the life of an early Caribbean
conqueror, watching indigenous people die by the dozen from
exploitation and disease. He was about forty when, in 1514, he
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had a change of heart, influenced, apparently, by the fiery ser-
mons of a member of the Dominican order who had begun to
preach against Spanish exploitation of encomiendas. By 1515,
Las Casas, now a Dominican himself, returned to Spain and
proposed various ways to protect indigenous Americans from
the encomienda system, “The reason for the death and destruc-
tion of so many souls at Christian hands,” according to Las
Casas, was simple greed: “gold, and the attempt to get rich

- quickly.” One of his alternative suggestions was to rely on the-
. labor of enslaved Africans, but then he had a better idea: the

recruitment in Spain of entire farming families disposed to
work for themselves. Las Casas dreamed that Spanish and
indigenous societies in America might be kept separate and
the use of indigenous labor might be strictly limited and super-
vised. But his pilot colonization project in Venezuela never got
off the ground.

During the 1520s and 15305, Las Casas wrote a stream of
publications denouncing encomienda abuses, and he traveled
throughout the Caribbean and Central America defending
the indigenous people. In 1537, the pope issued a proclamation,
partly inspired by Las Casas, saying that the indigenous people
were exactly that: people, not subhuman beings, as some
claimed. In 1542, largely thanks to Las Casas, the Spanish
Crown issued the famous New Laws of the Indies for the Good
Treatment and Preservation of the Indians, immediately limit-
ing and eventually ending encomiendas altogether. The high-
flying holders of encomiendas hated and vilified Las Casas for
the New Laws that clipped their wings, but the old crusader,
already in his late sixties, had no intention of stopping,

In 155051, Las Casas represented the cause of the indige-
nous people in a great debate held in the Spanish city of
Valladolid to determine, once and for all, the moral status of
Spanish conquest in America. At Valladolid, Las Casas pas-
sionately denied the charge that the indigenous people were
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naturally inferior to Europeans and therefore deserved to be
enslaved. Although the official result of the Valladolid debate
was inconclusive, Las Casas had made a strong impression
on the imperial government. In 1552, he published the most
famous of his innumerable writings, A Brief Account of the
Destruction of the Indies, full of grisly descriptions of Spanish
cruelty, rhetorically exaggerating a slaughter that was horri-
ble enough in reality. Few pamphlets have ever found a wider
European audience. Among the most avid readers of this
tract were the Protestant enemies of Catholicism in a Europe
wracked by religious wars. Over the next two centuries, A
Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies saw three edi-
tions in Latin, three in Italian, four in English, six in French,
eight in German, and eighteen in Dutch, not to mention
those in Spanish. The engraving on page 10 was done for a
French translation of 1582,

Bartolomé de las Casas lived to be eighty-nine, a fabulously
long life for the 1500s. Although his early error in calling for
more African slaves remains a stain on his record, he quickly
and permanently repented of the idea. Overall, the spirit and
struggle of Las Casas continues to inspire idealistic church-
men and churchwomen in Latin America more than four hun-

dred years later.




