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A SHORT ACCOUNT OF THE DESTRUCTION OF THE INDIES: A LANDMARK OF
CONSCIENCE IN THE AGE OF CONQUEST

In the annals of colonial history, few documents have stirred as much moral outrage and scholarly
debate as A Short Account Of The Destruction Of The Indies. Written by the Spanish Dominican friar
Bartolomé de las Casas in 1542, this brief but searing indictment of European colonization in the
Americas stands as one of the earliest and most passionate calls for human rights. To understand
the text fully, one must explore its historical context, its controversial content, its impact on colonial
policy, and its enduring legacy in modern discussions about imperialism and justice. This article
provides  a  comprehensive  examination  of  A Short  Account  Of  The Destruction  Of  The Indies,
revealing why a short pamphlet from the sixteenth century continues to resonate today.

Historical Context: The Spanish Conquest
and the Birth of the Black Legend
The arrival of Christopher Columbus in the Caribbean in 1492 opened a new chapter of human
history—one  marked  by  extraordinary  cultural  encounters,  but  also  by  horrific  violence  and
exploitation. Within decades, Spanish conquistadors had subjugated vast territories, from the islands
of Hispaniola and Cuba to the mainland empires of the Aztecs and Incas. Indigenous populations
were subjected to forced labor under the encomienda system, which granted Spanish colonists
control  over  native communities  in  exchange for  religious  instruction.  In  practice,  this  system
amounted to chattel slavery, decimating native populations through overwork, disease, and outright
murder.
Bartolomé  de  las  Casas  arrived  in  the  New World  in  1502  as  a  young  colonist.  Initially,  he
participated in the encomienda system, but a profound spiritual transformation led him to renounce
his own holdings and dedicate his life to defending indigenous peoples. By the 1530s, Las Casas had
become a prominent advocate in Spain, lobbying the Crown to reform colonial practices. A Short
Account Of The Destruction Of The Indies was written as a direct appeal to King Charles I (Holy
Roman Emperor Charles V), intended to expose the atrocities committed by Spanish colonists and to
urge the monarch to intervene. The work was published in 1552, after Las Casas had returned to
Spain, and quickly spread across Europe, fueling what became known as the Black Legend—the
portrayal of Spanish colonialism as uniquely cruel and tyrannical.

Content and Structure of the Pamphlet
Las  Casas’s  Short  Account  is  exactly  that:  a  concise,  emotionally  charged  narrative  that
systematically catalogs the destruction of indigenous societies. The text is organized geographically,
moving from the Caribbean islands to Mexico, Central America, and Peru. Each chapter describes
the treatment of a particular native group, often naming specific Spanish officials and conquistadors
responsible for massacres, tortures, and other atrocities. Las Casas employs vivid, graphic language
to  convey  the  scale  of  suffering.  He  describes  how  indigenous  people  were  worked  to  death  in
mines,  burned  alive,  torn  apart  by  dogs,  and  subjected  to  sexual  violence.  The  repetitive
structure—region after region, horror after horror—is deliberate: it creates a cumulative effect that
leaves the reader with an overwhelming sense of injustice.
Key themes recur throughout the pamphlet:

The innate goodness of indigenous peoples: Las Casas portrays native inhabitants as
gentle, rational, and receptive to Christianity, contrasting their virtues with the greed and
brutality of the colonists.
The illegitimacy of Spanish conquest: He argues that no just war can be waged against
peoples who have not harmed Spain and that the seizure of their lands and labor is a grave
sin.
The complicity of the Crown: Although Las Casas addresses the king with deference, he
implicitly criticizes the monarchy for allowing and profiting from the destruction.
The demographic catastrophe: He provides staggering (if sometimes exaggerated)
numbers of deaths, claiming that millions of indigenous people perished within a few decades.

The pamphlet  also includes a famous comparison:  Las Casas contrasts  the peaceful  reception
Columbus received from the Taino people with the cruelty the Spanish repaid them. This narrative
device reinforces the moral bankruptcy of the colonizers.

Reception and Controversy in the
Sixteenth Century
A Short Account Of The Destruction Of The Indies provoked immediate and fierce reactions. In Spain,
it was used by the Dominican order to push for the New Laws of 1542, which attempted to abolish
the encomienda system and protect native rights. Although the laws were partially repealed after
colonial  opposition,  they  represented  a  landmark  in  royal  efforts  to  regulate  conquest.  Las  Casas
himself participated in the famous Valladolid Debate of 1550–51, where he argued against the
philosopher Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, who defended the inferiority of indigenous peoples and the
legitimacy of conquest. The debate ended inconclusively, but Las Casas’s arguments gained moral
traction.

Abroad, the pamphlet was quickly translated into French, Dutch, German, and English, becoming a
propaganda weapon for Spain’s rivals. Protestant nations used Las Casas’s accounts to justify their
own colonial  ambitions  while  condemning Spanish cruelty.  This  instrumentalization of  the text
contributed to the Black Legend, which persisted for centuries and colored European perceptions of
Spain. Critics have since pointed out that Las Casas himself supported the importation of African
slaves as a temporary measure to relieve indigenous labor—a position he later regretted. This
contradiction does not negate the force of his indictment, but it reminds modern readers that moral
clarity is often imperfect.

Literary and Rhetorical Impact
Beyond  its  historical  significance,  A  Short  Account  Of  The  Destruction  Of  The  Indies  is  a  powerful
piece of rhetoric. Las Casas writes in a style that blends legal argument, biblical prophecy, and
eyewitness testimony. He frequently invokes Christian morality, calling the destruction a sin against
God  that  will  bring  divine  punishment  upon  Spain.  The  text  is  structured  as  a  jeremiad—a
lamentation warning of impending doom if the society does not repent. This rhetorical strategy gives
the pamphlet a prophetic urgency that transcends its specific context.
Las Casas also uses pathos to great effect. He describes a Spanish captain who, for sport, tested his
sword on indigenous bodies, boastfully claiming that he could cut a man in half with one stroke.
Such anecdotes are not merely sensationalist; they underscore the dehumanization that allowed
genocide to occur. By giving names, dates, and places, Las Casas transforms abstract cruelty into
concrete evidence, making it impossible for the king to plead ignorance. The text functions both as a
historical record and as a moral indictment, a dual purpose that has ensured its longevity.

Long-Term Legacy and Modern Relevance
A Short  Account  Of  The Destruction Of  The Indies  has  never  been out  of  print.  It  remains a
foundational text in the study of colonial history, human rights, and Latin American literature. In the
twentieth century, it was embraced by anti-colonial movements and by scholars of genocide studies.
The phrase “destruction of the Indies” has become a shorthand for the ecological and demographic
collapse that followed European contact. Indigenous activists today often cite Las Casas as an early
ally, even as they criticize his paternalistic view of native peoples.
The pamphlet also raises profound questions that are still  debated: Can one society judge the
behavior of another in a different era? Is it  possible to reform an unjust system from within? What
responsibility do modern nations bear for the atrocities committed by their ancestors? Las Casas’s
work does not answer these questions definitively, but it forces readers to confront them. In an age
where colonialism’s legacies are still being felt—from racial inequality to environmental degradation
to  disputed  land  rights—A Short  Account  Of  The  Destruction  Of  The  Indies  remains  a  crucial
reference point.
For students of literature, the text is a masterclass in persuasive writing. For historians, it is a
primary source that must be used with caution but cannot be ignored. For human rights advocates,
it is a testament to the power of speaking truth to power. And for general readers, it is a shocking
narrative that challenges any romanticized view of the Age of Discovery. The pamphlet’s brevity is
deceptive; within its pages lies a world of suffering, courage, and moral struggle.

Key Themes Summarized
To help  readers  grasp  the  essential  messages  of  Las  Casas’s  account,  consider  the  following
summary of its core themes:

Condemnation of the encomienda system: Las Casas argues that forced labor is not only1.
unjust but also counterproductive to Christian conversion, as it breeds hatred and despair.
Exposure of massacres and torture: The pamphlet catalogues specific atrocities, such as2.
the burning of caciques (chiefs) and the killing of women and children.
Defense of indigenous humanity: Las Casas insists that native peoples are rational beings3.
capable of receiving the Gospel, and that their customs should be respected.
Critique of colonial greed: The underlying motive for the destruction is identified as4.
avarice—the insatiable desire for gold and land.
Appeal to the monarch: Las Casas frames his work as a loyal servant’s duty to inform the5.
king of crimes committed in his name, invoking royal responsibility.

Conclusion: Why This Short Account Still
Matters
A Short Account Of The Destruction Of The Indies is far more than a historical curiosity. It is a living
document  that  challenges  readers  to  reflect  on  the  intersection  of  power,  morality,  and  narrative.
Las Casas wrote in a world where indigenous voices were silenced; his work, however flawed, gave
them a platform. Today, as we grapple with the ongoing consequences of colonialism, this pamphlet
serves as  a  reminder  that  the truth—even when uncomfortable,  even when partial—can be a
catalyst for change. Its legacy endures because it asks the hardest questions: What does it mean to
be civilized? Who has the right to judge? And can a system built on violence ever be redeemed? For
anyone seeking to understand the origins of modern human rights discourse, or the dark underside
of European expansion, this short account is essential reading. Its message, though centuries old,
has not lost its urgency. The destruction it describes may be historical, but the lessons it teaches are
timeless.
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