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Bartolome de Las Casas; the » Defender of the Indians«, font of liberation theology,
also stands at the genesI1s of the trans- Atlantic slave trade In serl1es of Memorials the
Spanish Ö  H; from 1516 -1531; he repeatedly urged the importatiıon ofCslaves the
Indies.! HIs intent Was incere free the bodies of tyrannically enslaved Indians, an: the
souls of the Spanish Ssinners who illegally possessed them solution COU.| nNOTt waıit. Indians
weTeC dying from disease, despair, an overwork. Settlers, frantic replace their
dead laborers, ventured urther anı urther into untouched terrıtory, abducting Indians
an disposing 1ts inhabitants tOo distrust all Christians. Ihe fate of the entire New ÖOr
Was al stake steady supply of alternative, legitimately secured workers WOU. prevent
the UNYy Spanish population from urther despoiling the and an ASSUTEC that the Spanish
ings would become OIl of the an: perhaps MOSstT Christian an MOST (&
ful republics of the ole world«*. SO amidst his long list of suggest10ns for the Spanish

tO »remedy« the Indies, he repeatedly recommended supplying »black other«
slaves the Indian enterprise.

It’s shocking CONTF: unbearable contradiction, CVECIl a slaves for Indian
reedom And it has AS CONSCYUCHICC borne thousand commentarıI1es, all asking for
clarification al rst »what?« then with usS) » HOW COUu. he?« and fınally perhaps, if the
reflection bears fruit, » WhY? « We ourselves puzzle 1ın full owledge of what plantation
slavery would become the ea of millions, the suffering anı indigni of millions
QMIOTEC; the long tail of racjal and class segregatıon, democracy's quintessential foil the
foundational cshame of the West (I$ this as (asas witnessed only foretaste, and, late 1ın
life, repented before God for his youthful H1Ss regreits werTe that he doubted
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even forbearance: »he Was NOTt certaıin that the 1gnorance an g00d intention he
had in this WOU PE him before divine judgment. «

There’'s little uggest that without Las Casas’s creative gen1us the slave CCONOILLY ould
ave developed. Besides, he claims, the idea of supplying Ü slaves Camle at the

request of the settlers themselves, who longed return the church’'s fold after the OM1N1-
Calls egan refusing confession those holding Indians * Yet agaln confession this time
of the Spanish settlers stands al the center of the unfortunate episode. It's important
motif note, the leitmotif, 1n fact for 1t 15 ANE such odds the debate, indeed the entire
COurtroom of historical anı mora|l prosecution that will follow.

But the deed Was one From the late eighteenth century Oonward ONgO1INg stream of
studies ave accused the sixteenth century Dominican and SsoOomMetLimMe bishop of Chiapas
with unpardonable blindness tO what 15 otherwise the clear implication ofhis »humanism
and inflexible crıter1a of justice and peace«?, Some S far charge the eiender for
setting motion »the rst regular form ‚ of| that for slaves between Africa
anı America, 16 has SINCE been carried tO such amazıng extent. «® Yet VE ILLOIC

have sought (6) exonerate the bishop from charge they consider cheap an slanderous,
often simply galnsayıng: »'Ihe works ofLas Casas: far from presenting alnıy evidence agalnst
1m, resound throughout with the laws of liberty. &“ Ihe episode provokes such vitriol
the OIlC hand, anı such lionizing the other, that there mMust be something much greater
al stake here than the iINeTe establishment of facts Ihe whole StOrYy Vast rift,
a(011 between inconsistent elements of Las (asas thought, but between OUTL modern AL
secular obsession with establishing constitutionally assured universal humanity an
1ts attendant culture heroes anı sixteenth century cleric’s apocalyptic fixation »the
final an terrifying day of MmMOoOst PITODCI anı exacting judgement«®. Understanding
how an: why Las Casas thoughte slaves werTe NOTt only Just, but NECCSSdL Y, ell
see1ing how later generations have criticized OT eiende his act1ons, g1ves laboratory
ın which LO study the USC anı! abuse of this historical gure, ASs ell AS chance
identify the moral CONVEISCILCE of OUT vastly different worlds

Las Casas iın the Courtroom of the Enlightenment

Up until the late nineteenth century, Bartolome de Las (asas Was known mostly indirectly.
ompare tO his contemporary Martin Luther, Las Casas’s wrıitings WeTC mostly unpub-
lished, his actiıons untraced, an his infamy imited argely Protestant kurope, whose
propaganda machines had reatly profited from the Dominican’s catalogue of Spanish
barbarity overseas.? But the events of that revolutionary CFa WOU SOOIMN vault Las Casas’s
Name from obscure archives the height ofpublic awareness An he became the patron saınt
of ecclesiastically aithful, yel politically liberal revolutionaries. Wäas Las Casas’s example,
d much as allıy doctrine of »liberty«, that Was inspirational, for the cleric an bishop

his Catreer haranguing ofhcials for their negligence and abuse. Ihis Wäas Just the stuff
for Europe set upending ıts unjust nobility an colonies intent recoveriıng control
of their OW: destinies from distant, abusive ran(ts. Las Casas’s tale of Spanish cruelty
agalnst the Indians 1n his Ooccasional writings anı larger Historias became central for the
CONSCIOUSNESS of ecclesiastical revolutionaries. ithin discourse dominated Dy »liberty«
and »natural rights«, Las C asas took privileged place not only N articulate proponent
for Just rebellion, but ecclesiastical hero, whose faithfulness anı POPC werTe

unquestioned, despite the adical overthrow of jurisdiction he sought foment10
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Las Casas’s earliest modern interpreters, however, WeICc intent discrediting yeL ONEC

LNOTEC hinker whose t1es religion corrupted his judgment. One 1G philosophe (OTF-
nelius de auUw made hay Out of the churchman, »who ın the ultimate peculiarity of1C
the human spiırıt 15 capable, gr number ofmemorials OV! that the CONqUeS
of the Americas Was unjust atrocıty, yel imagined at the Sarnle time reduce the Africans
into servitude, make them Or in this unjustly conquered and ıIn ; (l he himself
consented hold the wealthy bishopric of ChiapasE goodly amount of anti-clericalism,
if nNOt atheism tself, be central this bitter reception. Yet Can ear de Pauw’s
acidity repeated Dy the African-American abolitionist pamphleteer, aVl' alker,
Protestant, whose Appeal the Colored ( .ıtızens 0)  € 1018 (1829) has lost alıy apprecla-
tion of Las ( asas; UU freedom-fighter al all, ocking him 4S » pretend preacher of the
Gospel«, M notoriously aVarlıCclous atholı1c prilest« who »succeeded iın his plans of
OPpressioN« when licenses import blacks from Africa WCIC awarded, beginning ou

wretchedness«, slavery ın the Americas.!* It's reputatiıon that’s hard LO chake As recently
4S 2006, the maılınstream Encyclopedia of African-American Culture menüu0ons Las (asas
OIle of the creatıve gen1uses behind the trans- Atlantic trade in human flesh !®

rTme with slightly greater owledge of his work, aithful churchmen realized
quickly that, far from eing liability, Las (asas Was potentially their historical ally.
He had be defended from charges that threatened discredit exhibit of ecclesiastical
rebellion.!* Ihe rst offer defense Was the French revolutionary Abbe enr1ı Gregroire,
who publichy eiende: Las (asas before the Academie Francalse floreal, yCal of the
republican alendar 1S, May 4’ 1800 in the Gregorian calendar).*” 'Ihis consul-approved
bishop of Blois correctly assumed that Las Casas’s sundry had relied 1INnCOmM-
plete secondary SOUTICES, ın this dsSc the Hıiıstor1a general de los hechos de los Castellanos Dy
Anton1o Herrera Tordesillas But Gregroire had nOot SCCI1 the supposedly corrective, as-yel
unpublished Hıiıstor1a de las Indias by Las Casas himself, anı based his rebuttal solely upon
correspondence with MEXiICAlIN« (likely Juan Servando de Teresa Mier Noriega
Guerra), who had given him word that he had »read the three volumes iın ol10, written in
the bishop OW: hand, without finding anything that inculpated him relative blacks C<
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And in elision typical of this apologetic literature, the Abbe continues » Ihe works ofLas
Casas, far from presenting an y evidence against H. esound throughout with the laws
of© They judge him guilty of desiring well-being for all people, without distinguish-
ing between color natıon thus, the SaJmille principles he Ways professed, along with his
unchanging conduct, refute the aCccusatıon 1C impartial PCTSONS Cal 110 judge.

100 few INenN ave had the beneft of fılling ife long AS5 1S, bursting with favor
toward his OW creatures Friends of religion, of morals, of liberty, and of etters, OW

tribute of respect theÖof OIlleC who Egulara called »the of America«.
For, though belonging pain Dy 1r he belongs France Dy his he could be
called rightly the of worlds. «!

But Juan Servando de Jleresa Mier anı the rest werTe Las Casas did advocate for
D slavery, anı his defenders had admit much eventually. 1C also mean that
Las Casas’s reputation needed further rehabilitation. How could Las (CAsas: that champion
of liberty, ave had such 1ın spot?!® Mier eventually di1llCc the conclusion that, with
regard (0) 4C slavery Las (asas Wäas simply INa of inferior epoch.”” Gregoire s anı
Las Casas’s publisher, someliime Spanish exile Juan Antonio Llorente states this outright:
» Las asas| desired the enslavement of blacks, but the condition existed, and neither
Las (‚asas I9(0)8 AaNyOLLC of his century (0108081 anything In it COontrary humanity, for the
notion that Was then held cConcerning blacks throughout Europe Was completely different
from what IM today, S1INCE OUT Divines ave indeed become superl1o0r those of that
CIa concern1ing the IUS gentium.«“”

Others beg tO 1ier, at least concerning the superiority of the Enlightenment. Las (Casas
latest 0g, OW Dominican Isacl1o Perez Fernandez, has nothing but disdain for the
decadent imes when the legend of Las C asas; AC slaver Was born: »during the ascend-
AaNCY of 1g breeches...;, COat-tails, frock-coats, lacy T1 anı cuHis; sundry snow-white
WIgS, T1COrNS, handkerchiefs tied LO the little nger, bowing, ONE hand the chest making
with the other when perfume Was invented drown Out the Mılth of the unDbathed,
the ritual of eating chocolate fill the belly, of croppın the hair close 4S clear the
emptiness of the head from don’t know what kind of cultural congestion. It Was born
in the euphoria of the Enlightenment. «“ Perez Fernandez has published fewer
than three book-length monographs ASs well sundry articles piling wiıitness uUDONMN wıtness
Oosing the mounting »black legend« agalnst Las Casas,“* countering slanderous the
sundry charges of racC1sm, profiteering, anthropological INCONSISteENCY, and single-minded
dedication the Indians alone (to the detriment of other races).“

He Ounts considerable evidence, especially agalinst the anachronistic charge of racısm,
relying particularly upOonN Las Casas’s relacion of Spain’'s of the anary slands
Perez Fernandez has taken several chapters from Las Casa’s History 0  e Indies an made
them into stand-alone work, provocatively entitled Brief Description of the Destruction
of Africa.““ Ihus distinguished parallel his brother’s infamous pamphlet agalnst
Spanish crımes, he 15 able proclaim »the of |Las Casas’s| spiırit {O the defense
of all those who sufter injustices, regardless of religion, raCc®e, color«?>. Las (asas did not
live long enough witness the enslaving anı rading done by the English, Hc French,
wedish, Danish, an Germans. But, insısts Perez Fernändez, »had he 1ve: hrough three
InNnore centurIies, absolutely SUTE that he ould have been denouncing them and cryıng
Out against such horrific activities.«%®

Be that it INaYy, the WaY Perez Fernandez anı others ave chosen tell the StOrYy
reveals SUOINE things about Las CGasas; but CVECN 1NOTE about how and why WC ourselves read
history. We AT left with [WO imposing questions. One 15 much easler answer how COu.
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Las ( asas possibly imagıne that ringing ın aCc slaves Wäds iımprovement, legitimate
the PFESSULCS UDOIL Indian 1Te Ihe other 15 much INOTEC elusive, though INOIC

pressing, for 1t breaches OUT OW. PTrOCCSS ofero-making (and un-making), ofhagiography
anı historical apology: WhYy do WE are? For the matter of as (Casas anda slavery 15
NOT TLHNETIEC establishment of fact It 15 ST-C; of OUTL ONgo1Ng judgment of the past In
the COuUurtroom of the present hamber whose Jury 15 constantly changing, whose
judges keep updating the rule-book, anı whose prosecution eeps altering the charges.

Ihe difuseness of the i1issue 15 made marvel0ously clear iın recent book Dy Daniel Castro,
which treats difterent historical staın upon Las (Gasas; though: the long cshadow he Cast

into Spanish colonialism.?’ Another ace of Embire makes what 15 2 first, for those who
ave read beyond the stock phrases, otherwise unremarkable claim: Las (asas Was

and ceased be colonist an champion of Spanish egemonYy 1ın Ameriıca. He

qualified this, of COUISC, with g number of evangelical conditions, importantly COIl-

ceding the Jegitimacy of armed resistance the part of the Indians. But colonist he
remained. Castro’s book SOCS Vel further, however, ollowing the trajectory of Las Casas’s
colonizing plans forward, tracıng pecific proposals AaSs they almllle full fruition ıIn the
seventeenth and eighteenth centurIles. Ihe book Was rst wriıtten dissertation iın the
early nineties, al the height of anti-colonial fervor In Amerıca (and Just the wWOrs of
me  ing ın Central Ameriı1ıca Was comıing light), which might help explain Castro’s
palpably implicit verdict: Las (‚asas Was the unrepentant architect of oppressive estern

egemonYy in the Americas.
Ihe claim 15 at (QIIE6 perceptive an puerile nOot because it 15 alse, but because it both

Oobvious anı irrelevant. I5 Las Casas Was evil,; why bother engagıing him at all? In CY1t1C1Z-

ing the much-lauded Dominıcan, (Castro Laps into still unstaunched wound ofanticlerical,
anti-religious vitriol. HI1s final insult 1S that Las (jasas Was a(011 only imperial-
ist, but, ST1 ecclesiastical imperialist, whose evident go0d intentions only hide
the ultimate decadent stroke of the West, infecting the rest of the world with the diseased
structiure of greedy, divinely sanctioned hierarchy with we-know-who top Ihe past,
then, for CGastro, 15 decadent superstructure whose wizened, decrepit frame deserves
mashed bits Dy the hammer of historical truth Castro’s politics remaın unstated, anı
his religion VvVen HAT S! but it's quite clear that his present 15 demanding, unforgiv-
Ing COr OUT present darkness has al 1ts Or1g1nNs do-gooding ecclesiastical superlority,
whitewashed OVCI time with SUCCESSIVE PacCalls tO absent human rights. It Can 110 be SGCCH

in 1ts wretched nakedness by the H ETE observance of the stark an continuing inequality
written into aTın America anı the rest of the WOTIL. that had the misfortune fall under
the W of the West’s spe.

Just what the alternatives this AIC, Castro doesn’t spe Out, but the fact that he provides
usSs with verdict: this 15 the MOST ıimportant ing. And it 15 old catholic ONEC at that
self-flagellating an penıitent. Black slavery became staın for Las (2ASsas; LOO, and working
out how he read the punishments an suffering that ollowe will invıte us into the celestial

Las (asas Another ACEe of 30 ate!l nut accessible portralt 37 Ibid., Z
Empire, Durham, 2006. Cal He oun In Marcel BATAILLON, \bid., Dassım.
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n Modern otes 103de Indlas 1531 In 13 FRIEDE/Benjamın KEEN, DeKalb

IL 19 7/1, 353-7440. arc 988), 0.2, 265.
31 LAS Memorial de Ihe request IS IrSs mentioned n
emedIioOs Dala 1as Indilas 1516 LAS emorIa de Remedios
n OICHEr DaTa las ndias 1516) 306.
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cCourtroom he himself imagınes. From there, place of confession an hoping for INCICY,
Call egin SCC larger, apocalyptic tragedy of the Indies, f which he Was the chief witness.
And NOT focus primarily UDOI the where Täas (asas propose C:

slavery but his later reflections. For this 15 the best place appreclate Las Casas’s
OW] evaluation of events old INanl, preparing meet his OW] last judgment before
Christ’s eternal throne. We need NnOTt 240 far his OW] Last Will and JTestament, but
the much grander Histor1a de las Indias, IC he mended an iddied with ell into the
1560S, constantly inserting 1NECW as  Is ofhis you  u failures, an throwing himself
upon the INCICY of the God

Saving the Blessed Indies

Las (asas pelled Ouft his remedios for the Indies iın serles of memoriales tOo the Spanish
an Council from 1516 into the 15405 These etters aIiIc full of pecific proposals

tOo protect the Indians an better ife (and profitability for all In the Indies But much
INOTE that the lives anı: souls of the ndians profits {O the werTe at stake Las
(asas Ocates the Indies 4S the Sig. of COSMIC battle Would the newly discovered, as-yel
uncorrupted world be ruled Dy Christ an: his abundant ife (r WOU they be ubject
the hellish yoke of the eVvV1l himself*?

Las (Casas Wäas ceaseless schemer, bustling INan of actıon intent his plans anı
SUTE of his od-given vocatıon {O protect the lives an souls of America’'s natives. HIs
ambition Was exhausting, an from his VE rst embassy pain he egan assembling
bricolage of ready-made solutions » remedy« the ailing Indies. Ihese Memeoriales paın

dire pıcture of the colonies anı the and they UCCUDY. Swift an! decisive action
15 needed As early 1516, Man y atıve peoples stood ın danger of eing »Iinished«
raCce. an those distant an: ST1 alive dIiIC eing » corrupted « agalınst Christiani Dy cruel,
gold-lusting, slave-raiding colonists.>*

uch has been made of Las Casas’s full OWN structural critique of encomienda, that
System whereby colonists received allotments ndians work their settlements. But Las
Casas early memoriales Z pragmatıc, ecological approac managıng the Indies
VICIOUS idalgos. (‚ontain the settlers by providing them what they need, setting coastal
forts, 1C| WOULU keep the colonists from spreading their plague through illegal raids.
TIhen control them Dy evying fines, offering Varı0us incentives, Aa ell usıng ecclesiasti-
cal discipline hold them accountable their evangelical an human duty returning
Indians their amily un1ıts, resting them from hard aDOTYr, anı provide instruction 1ın
Christian doctrine.

It 15 under the »Contaln« rubric that Las ( asas first introduced the idea ofC slaves.
1516 smallpox outbreak had decimated the natıves of Espanola, driving the settlers’ raids

C VT urther in search of ÖOr for their mines.** Ihe practical Las Casas had ilusions
that the settlers would sacrifice their hard-won plots for SOIINC priest’s scruples. And
keep their long, ropıng an AT bay, keep the existing settlers where they COUu. do lit-
tle INoOore damage, he encouraged the license the importatıon ofC (and white,

should 1a(011 forget mention) slaves.? Replacement OTr not tyrannically subjected
Indians WOU facilitate the release of natıves from their on But equally importantly
1t WOU prevent AT least sSlow down the settlers’ rapaclous raiding of other slands (and
later the mainland) for workers eplace their weak an swiftLy diminishing indigenous
labor SOUTCE
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Such contaınment Was take advantage of the human an
natural capital of the Indies for glory. Ihe land, despite eing only recently eached
Dy Christians, Was inVre: danger of being irreversibly ruined. He wriıtes the Council
of the Indies in 1531, » Your lordships ave at yYOUI command S1X thousand eagues
and INalıy INOTE of coastline, NnOt counting the immens!1 of the an within.«>  6 ey re
nOot Just big; all of them AT »great anı wide and aving] almost immeasurable kingdoms
neither seECNMN 1OT elieved«, each ONEC »INOIC filled with human peoples than the MOST POPU-
ate COTNET Of« pain, with »the greater part and nearly all the ineage of humanity. «”
Ihe people yexceed the number of stars«>S There d1iC »millions«>?. No Not Just millions.
It 15 entire » New World«, ome veritable » infinity« of people.“® this promise,
yet even by 1518 he wriıtes that the Indies destroyed«“*. » [ wo thousand eagues of
coastline, the MOST populate: 1in the world«, ave been »depopulate anı: made desert,
all Dy violence and LyrannYy, with infinite other insults and evils«42

Just aASs with the settlers, Las (asas did nOot appe: the crown’’s benevolence elfless-
11655 alone. Stop the »violence an LY!  « and, he assured them, the and will return

its natural abundance. MOSst striking feature of these memorials 15 the fantastic if
not fantastical of return he consistently promises. Investment in dl will yield
»marvelous within three years«*, Buy few baubles trade for gold and silver, an
» With five-hundred ducats 15500 castellanos],*  4 certaın OUur ighness ll gel back
INOTIC than fifteen-thousand castellanos.«*  9 There’s better place off with ralsıng
alıy number of products: silk, canafıstula, SUSal;, cloves, pCPPCI, ginger.“”®

These plans reveal his VIS1ONS of Eden lost. Ihe Indies AIC new-world technicolor
sepla pain They AT positively bursting with ife ven the people (in their natural
unimpede Dy the Spanish, We aTe presume) »multiply marvelously«*. It's 4S Indies
wWeTITe LICW anı different kind ofand tself, preternaturally ispose down ıts original
inhabitants produce, reproduce, populate, abound Establishing Just Or practices
15 Matter of merely oing the rig) ing. Justice 1n the and 1l estart the inter-
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rupted Indian life-cycle, and the natural abundance of the land, 1O  z properly ruled,
the king's coffers overflow with and tributes.

But such riches appeared, and the corrupting scab of nasty 1899108 spread itself OVeCTI
the 1891  = WOoOr. like CaNCcCTI, prematurely agıng 1ts vitality and potential with the
SaIlle V1ICeEeS that brought the old WOr. ıts knees before Turk an Protestant.% HOow could
this possibly ave happened? How CcCou »the best anı: richest and of the earth«P?, instead
ofeing completed 1ın its essing Dy the life-giving of Christ, ave instead been
turned into »desert« Dy the chosen Christians ofhis Spanish nation.°® Ihis 1S Las Casas’s
question of quest1ons, anı it takes the ole of his Histor1ia 10 tell the tragedy.” But the
aC slave debacle, he Ad1i11Cc understand 1t; served AS MIcro0cCcosm of the destroyed
moral eCOSyStem. Ihe of original SIN in this Case the Spanish failing their
evangelical task corrupted and linded the Ole operation. ven the best an mMOoOst well-
intentioned of MeECN, Ven Father Las (Casas himself, did nNOot CSCADC the circle of corruption.

When COINEC LO Las Casas’s later relation of the even(ts, his narratıive es both
Yanı champion. For they ould reduce the INan single principle, be it C -

1SM«, »Justice«, »emplre«, making ero OT villain In their enlightened COurtroom of
democracy anı equal rights. Las (asas himself fears the est1imony of difterent witnesses,
the verdict of another than these earthly judges, other-worldly sentence.* As the agıng
bishop reports the events leading the eventual ıimportation ofa slaves, his only
hope 15 that God INay ave INCICY his soul and his natıon. For the ole StOory 15
NOt of the violation of rights, NOT of the lesser ofevils, and certainly not about the
FaVagcS ofempires. For Las (CAasas; the oOle ing went because all parties involved
had forgotten the OIlEC ing God had required of them that they ring the ndians
owledge of their SaVlOT, Jesus Christ.”

Ihis SLOrYy ofcorruption and repentance find in the last complete volume 1S5 INONU-
mental relaciön, the Historia de las Indias.°* Its form 15 positively iblical Not generically
iblical, it 15 specifically Deuteronomic, complete with Covenan(its, promised ands, blessings,
plagues, deserts, wilderness, CUITISCS, anı eı Perhaps the MOST surprisıng thing for the
Occasional student of Las (asas 15 that the object of this charged theological voca  ary 15
nOt, In fact, the Indies ‚VE the Indians themselves, but pain perhaps INOTE specifi-
cally the kingdoms ofCastille anı Leon. For it Wäas with them and a(011 Ferdinan: thieving
and usurping Aragonese court) that G5öd had made his pact:”? He had blessed them first bDy
virtue of olumbus successful VOYaSC, and then with Alexander VI's donation them
all and discovered West of the meridian found 10 leagues west of the Azores (37: Cape
er‘ Islands.”® As with Canaan, this Was a(011 and of promise alone, for ıts largesse Was
18} depend upOonN the execution of Spain’'s sole obligation, »IO ead the peoples dwelling In
those lands and countries tO embrace the Christian r eligion « Failure uphold her en!
of the bargain, ın Las Casas’s covenantal OgiC, ould Orfeit pain her claim, an render
the donation void.

Deuteronomy 23 provides serviceable of Las Casas’s reading of his OW)

nation’s special arrangement with God »And 11O W, Spain];, listen the utes anı the
rules that teaching YOU, an do them, that yOou INnay live, an M 1ın anZ pOssessi1on
of the and that the Lord, the God of your fathers, 15 SIVI. S  you. «” Later Moses provides
us the VC image that Las (jasas conjures of the potential for blessed ife ın the Indies
» Blesse shall yOou be In the CIty, anı blessed ar you be In the Held Blessed ch: be the
fruit of yOUr womb and the fruit of yYyOUI ground and the fruit of YOUI cattle, the iIncrease
of your herds an the of your flock Ihe Lord establish yOou AS his holy people,
aAaSs he promised yOou oath, if you keep the commands of the Lord yOUI God and walk 1n
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his WaYyS. Ihen all the peoples earth ll SCC that yOou dIiIC called Dy the Naimnle of the Lord,
an they will fear yOou. Ihe Lord ll gran yOou abundant prosperıity Ihe Lord ll OPCH
the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty.«”

( In the other hand; disobedience the conditions of the donation of the Indies (»the
CONversion and spiritual an temporal pro af the ndıans «)60 ll result ın the with-
drawal of God’s essing. Spain’'s breach haseOoOWN God’s TIhe Indies have lost
their POWCIS of »generation SE Las C asas agaln echoes DeuteronomYy 785 » Ihe fruit of
yYyOUL womb 11 be cursed, an: the of YOUL land, and the calves of yYOUI er‘ an
the lambs of YOUTF OC110  Black Slaves and Messianic Dreams  his ways. Then all the peoples on earth will see that you are called by the name of the Lord,  and they will fear you. The Lord will grant you abundant prosperity ... The Lord will open  the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty.«“  On the other hand, disobedience to the conditions of the donation of the Indies (»the  conversion and spiritual and temporal profit of [the Indians]«)° will result in the with-  drawal of God’s blessing. Spain’s breach has called down God’s curse. The Indies have lost  their powers of »generation«°!, Las Casas again echoes Deuteronomy 28: »'Ihe fruit of  your womb will be cursed, and the crops of your land, and the calves of your herds and  the lambs of your flocks ... you will sow much seed in the field but you will harvest lit-  tle ... You will plant vineyards and cultivate them but you will not drink the wine or gather  the grapes ... You will have olive trees throughout your country but you will not use the  oil ... AIl these curses will come upon you. They will pursue you and overtake you until you  are destroyed, because you did not obey the Lord your God and observe the commands  and decrees he gave you.«  His story has a Deutoronomic structure on the one hand. But it’s also a Pauline par-  able. For Las Casas’s slave narrative fits within what Eduardo Frades Gaspar calls the key  if unspoken text for comprehending the vast swath of vice and folly that fill the numerous  folios of the History of the Indies.® It is the profile of God’s passive curse that is so impor-  tant for Las Casas’s Thomistic synergism: God is being itself, and He need only remove His  sustaining, life giving hand, and creation’s life — let alone human wisdom — will fall apart  into chaos. »Since they did not see fit to acknowledge God«, Paul writes in Romans 1:28,  »God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not be done.« The failure — sprung  from greedy short-sightedness - to profit (both financially and spiritually) from the Indian  encounter was Spain’s curse to be borne for its foundational disobedience. Nothing else  could explain for Las Casas, how, after so many years of colonization, after so much true  and helpful counsel, the Spanish crown could possibly have seen such potential wealth  »consumed as if it were a puff of smoke or a bit of blowing chaff«®®, The immense and  superabundant Indies should have been »the best and most fertile land on earth«“*, yet  they have ended up nothing but a »desert«®.  Late in his life, this is Las Casas’s theodicy. It’s not as if king and counsel didn’t have  fair warning of the abuses carried out »not for a single day, nor year, nor for ten, or twenty  years, but for sixty years and more«, for »every day they knew through letters and personal  testimony« from »many religious and persons of importance [...] and from [official]  observers, and legal, authorized affidavits«.° Nor were they lacking in ideas for fixing it.  As early as 1516, Las Casas, having been duly appointed »Protector of the Indians«, con-  ceived broad plans to remedy the sundry ills inflicted upon his beloved islands - prophetic  plans for the release of captives, healing of the sick, binding up of the broken hearted. Such  evangelical concern would have reaped covenantal blessing, at least in the rhetoric of Las  Casas’s remedios. Care, concern, and love would lift the pall of »infernal death«° that has  59 Deuteronomy 28:9-12.  65 LAS CASAS, Carta al Consejo  70  Ibid.  60 Hl 3.102, in: OC 5.2192.  de Indias (1531), 77.  Z1  Ibid., 2192  61 LAS CASAS, Memorial de  66 HI 3.102, in: OC 5.2193.  72  Ibid., 2191.  Remedios (1518), in: OC 3, 52.  67 LAS CASAS, Carta al Consejo  73  Ibid.  62 FRADES GASPAR, E/ uso de la  de Indias (1531), 72.  74  Ibid., 2193.  68 See Victor N. BAPTISTE, Barto-  Biblia (see note 51), 73-77.  lome de Las Casas and Thomas  63 HI 3.102, in: OC 5.2193.  64 LAS CASAS, Memorial de  More’s Utopia. Connections and  Remedios (1516), 43  Similarities: A Translation and Study  Culver City, CA 1990.  69 All this in HI 3.102, in: OC 5.2191yOoUu Ul SO much seed 1ın the field but yOou will harvest lif-
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tant for Las Casas’s Ihomistic synerg1sm: God 15 eing itself£, anı He need only TEINOVE His

sustaınıng, ife g1ving hand, an creation’s ıfe let alone human wisdom ll falla
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they ave ended nothing but »desert«®>.
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cursed the crown’'s investments, an: return fruit from the Indies’ g00d soil, » Somet1imes
hundred, ometimes SIXTY, sometimes ır fold« (Mt 13:8), abundant harvest of rents
an: tribute for his majesty, (0) be reaped from minimal capital Investments. Ihe details of
Las Casas’s plans ave received attention elsewhere —NOST profitably In the triking paral-
els they bear the contemporary Utop14 of humanist Ihomas More.®® But much INOTE

ımportan than allLy resemblance it INaYy have had the humanist’s 15 the overwhelming
preoccupatıon of Las Casas’s early plans the restoraton of the Indies natural anı human
abundance pre-Colombian levels Evangelism an sound pro aTe all of plece for the
early Las ( asas. Greater owledge of God, the font of being an SOUICE of all life, should
ave increased ife anı abundance.

But when presented with such constellation of plans amounting {O total colonial
overhaul Can easily imagıne the faces of King arles s advisors lazing OVeCTI

before the starry-eye cleric. Ihe newly transplanted lemish COUrt had little interes 1ın
investing 1n intercontinental ventures Their COIICETN Was lift their well-bred liege an:
their fortunes with him the heights ofEuropean politics. One tem alone arrested their
wanıng attention licenses iımport aC) slaves. Now ere Was »INvestment« that WOU.
COStT nothing but ACI of cheer politic ll How many‘ they immediately asked, ispatch-
ing the house of contracts ın Seville, swiftLy rece1ving round number
four thousand. They WeTIC aSs quic AGT aSs they wWeTe short-sighted, according tO the er
Las Casas’s report: »When the CAaINle, a(011 single of the Spaniards iın order
galn favor failed {O pPass this recommendation the ofBrussels |Bressa|
lemish nobleman of the first rank« whom the king conceded the rig. sell licenses
for the import ofaC slaves, which »Jlater the (JeNOese bought Ithe licenses| themselves
for twenty-Live thousand ducats« with eig. monopoly rights the trade. ®

Las Casas Was floored Licenses for moneyf He had »agreed that the licenses would be
given free and clear.«/9 And he blew his short supply of political capital INAaNASC
audience with the king his dsScC { [{t WOU be better ave simply gıven
the of Bressa twenty-five thousand ducats, and given the licenses AWAY for free:
then the and would be healed, augmented, and reatly improved, the ndians go1ng free,
and the Spanish back within the limits ofecclesiastical discipline, their souls saved Sa y
nothing of the temporal benefit that WOU. ACCGC1IUC the king had he put but VC. little

properly andling Indian affairs. But 4A5 the king then had little IMONCY, and Was unable
devote himself understanding, he profited nothing. «”
Waste, ere broadly conceived, 15 moral judgment, stemming from ack of »under-

standing«. What ave SOLLC pain, for the benefit of the Indians, Was Simply taxed
back upon the » Ihe Genoese later sold the licenses an: the blacks Ithe Spanish
for INManYy castellanos ducats, such that 1t Was elleve that they earned INOTE than [WO-
hundred an eig. VCn three-hundred thousand ducats In [the deal| all taken from
the Spanish].«”* Worst of all, » NOT single fruit of it aAllle the Indians. for 1n the en
they remained iın their cCaptıvı until there WeIiC NONE left kill. «”

And In the Matter of acC slaves, INOTE generally the opes of »remedying« the
Indies, the Spanish, Dy their »distinguished and IN1QUItOUS wickedness« ave gnored the
words of the prophet >)I pleaded tO God that in truth they mig gather the benefit an:
harvests from the royal estates, but they didn ' t CVEN attempt EXCEDHL ıIn VO1lcCe an words.
And SINCe they took Cale for his honor, I910)8 for proclamation of his law, L1OT for the
health of souls \ of both ndians an Spaniards], God permitted that they be linded,
they WOU. discover neither the form L1LOL substance of g0o0d SOVECINANCEC that they WCIC

obligated establish In these Indies, 1OT hit upOon ın the atter anything suitable it.«/%
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Las Casas, Crusade, an ac. Slavery

Ihe moral plague ere manıifest blindness »the form l and| substance of g00d gOV-
erNanCce« spread far beyond 1ts ViICIOUS SOUICE TIhe Indian problem Was grealt, aC

pressing, that 1ın his industriousness the gr humanitarlan himself Was »blinded«
the assıve ethical debacle of replacing illegitimate ndians with illegitimate blacks Ihe

urgencYy of his apostolate Was L00 pressing matter chelve simply LO asSssuIc difhicult
establish historical possibility. Ihus werTe his later thoughts, dY, found 4S marginal

in the original manuscrı1pt: „he later discovered the captıvıty of the blacks be aAaSs

unjust that of the Indians. «”
In truth, despite later cr1ıtics crying »foul« N incensed al sixteenth-century man’s ack

of Enlightenment-era political anthropology, the youngscI Las (asas had 1EASOIN

object the importation ofQ€ slaves. Despite sabel’s manumıission of the ndians 1n

1502, anı increasing regulation of the institution iın kurope;, general abolition simply did
not ex1ist 4S movementT, much less individual preoccupation.”® But neither did slavery
then eX1S5 such scale neither iın Europe;, 1910)8 ın 1ts nascent global networks 1ın allıy
degree comparable its 18th and 19th century aPpOßCCS, during the height of plantation
agriculture an the triangle trade Scholarly CONSECENSUS 15 that sixteenth century slavery Was

small scale, an argely urban MOTEe heightened degree of servanthood than the COg-1N-
the-machine 1t would later become.””

Nor 1s there dILYy evidence that Las (jasas had alıy ideologically racial basis for specifying
»black« slaves. Punishment Was indeed the actıve justification, but the notion of Africans
deserving the punishment inherited from Ham would not arıse ntil the early seventeenth
century.”“ He evidently shared COMMIMNOIN conviction that »blacks« WeIC strong and durable
workers, able LO withstand the elusive weakness that afflicted the Indians.”? But these AICc

practical matters, having nothing do with their »legitimacy« OT not * there’s anything
distinguish Las Casas’s words the matter from the assumptions ofhis crit1ics, it's that

he doesn’t really bother explain it al all!
TIhe best evidence ave from ONEC line 1n the aforementioned marginal ote

» Las (Casas supposed they weTIe justly captured. «“ anı few chapters 0) where he claims
ave recommended aCc. slaves, »N realizing the injustice with which the Portuguese

took them anı made them cJaves.«® H1s assumption 15 that there 15 form of just capture
and Just enslavement. But Ta Casas’s marginal note mplying Just slavery makes reference
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nNOot LO an y proto-genetic rhetoric but the dominant slave discourse of the early sixteenth
century: crusading WAäl. For 1t Was the ONgo1ng conflicts with Varı0us Muslims that produced,
Dy allıYy canonica|l INEASUTE day, Jegitimate claves. ® lhere’'s g00d evidence, In fact, that
the nascent Portuguese African trade gol its religious imprimatur crusade, 1ts
me: finance Christendom’s Varıo0us Mediterranean skirmishes and protection-funds.®
Ihe fact that ILLALLY slaves WEIC bought from Arabic-speaking Muslim traders helped confuse
the matter, such that a  oUg the Portuguese the ground knew perfectly well that the
Africans they bought WeIeCc A A the ancıent cythians in the popular imagınatıon
their servitude remained associated less with their skin color than with their Islam As
late 1539, letter from ONe trader, Goes, humanist Paul Jovius reports »that Africans
deserved be treated as beasts, for they spoke Arabic an: WeItC circumcised.«*

It’'s nNOT surprisiıng, then, that Las Casas’s Ogic ould be chiefly formed by the Crusades.
His cCeaselessly cited debate with the humanist Juan Gines epülveda, who laimed that
ndians deserved benevolent domination ase‘: their evident inferiority, demonstrates
this In spades.®” Las Casas’s edited manuscrı1pt Was a(011 published until the second halfof the
twentieth CeNtUrY, Defense 0  e Indians®® (Apologia ın Latin), an 15 NO famous for 1ts
tireless refutation ofepulveda, the culturally sophisticated racial bigot.”” But simple papc

reveals Las Casas arguiıng less against racısm than the implication that the Indians,
because of their religious difference and initial resistance the Christian faith, deserved tOo
be subjected tO Christian PINCE Spain s 0ONgoing crusade agalinst the »MOOI‘, Turk, an
Saracen« (and, in slightly different fashion, the Jew) 15 the immediate background this
treatise ® And ıts maın pomint, obvious it's been argely left unstated, 15 that it 15 unJ)ust

ea the ndians ike these other, Old or nfiıdels
Ihe best 4A5 why Las (asas eventually changed his mind about the blacks finally

»realizing the injJustice with which the ortuguese took them anı made them slaves«
from his aving eventually read mid-fifteent century Portuguese relaciones from

Africa. What these reports clarify beyond cshadow of ou 15 that the Africans captured
had connection with Islam and INOTC hostile objection the Christian
religion than their American indigenous counterparts.”” After he did the research, Las (asas
Was able confidently tO claim that »this Wäas not appropriate remedy, 1C advised that
blacks be brought in order (0) free the Indians.«?! Now fully informed, »he ould NOt advise
black slavery] for anything in the world, for fIrom that point| he Ways thought them
taken unjustly an: made slaves annically for the Sallle 1CASOIN for the Indians.«?*

90 Perez Fernandez mentions thoseDE PAUW, Recherches hiloso- ©9 Only 18 OT nIS Defense'’s 2306 dou-
phiques (see nOTe 11), 19 e-sSIdE!| tolios deal irectly ith the OT /urara, Resende, Castanheda,
35 The Current critica|l edition, itn question OT what kind OT »Darbarians« and Barros. artolome de Las

panish Daralle! translation IS the Indians are (oOr diIe not). TIhe 16- AaSdas #Contra I0S negros? (see nOTte
23) 206.Bartolome de LAS Apologıia, mailnıng 218 folios cClarify the hurch's

ed. Angel LOSADA, In OC9Q 19 eaching the Christian’s DroDeT 91 3,129, n
36 Defense of the Indiıans, exXercCIse OT CoOercCIve L4} 3.102, n

ed talford E, DeKalb 9/4 non-Christian nations, egal COTDUS
This English translation f the original developed n TO beria’s
Manuscript (Bibliotheque nationale, reconquista.
Paris, NOUuveau 'on|! Latins, 1292 SeEeE Andrew WILSON, Willing
Was published before either Lran- sen and :OrCeTul Jurisdiction In
script OT the atın original| WelTe Dut Bartolome de Las asas Provoca-
Into n eIr ntirety. tion toward the Territorial roblem OT
87 George VI. FREDERICKSON, Interrellgio0us uman Rights Practice,
Racısm. or History, Princeton, In EUtopias 1 (forthcoming).
NJ 2002, 36-37, takes this A L as
Casas’s maln IMNESSaQE.
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Ihe global reach of Spain’s SIN

TIhe punishment, however, had already egun. Failing uphold their end of the bargain
(»they took CaTie for God’s|] honor, 191038 for proclamation of HıIis law, I9(0)8 for the health
of souls«), the Spanish had evaded »the final en!: which al] their works anı orders, laws
an mandates and decisions« should have been directed, » NOoOT having held forCan
white114  Black Slaves and Messianic Dreams  4 'The global reach of Spain’s sin  The punishment, however, had already begun. Failing to uphold their end of the bargain  (»they took no care for [God’s] honor, nor for proclamation of His law, nor for the health  of souls«), the Spanish had evaded »the final end to which all their works and orders, laws  and mandates and decisions« should have been directed, »not having held for black and  white ... the conversion and spiritual and temporal profit of [the Indians].«°® Instead, the  King’s council has abused their mandate against all divine law toward »the acquisition of  property for the king and for themselves, or for their relatives and friends.«?*  And so it comes as no surprise that when Las Casas’s memory turns to the events sur-  rounding black slavery, they unfold for him as a series of plagues: of ants, slave revolts, and  dog attacks. These truly biblical castigations have been perceptively analyzed by Antonio  Benitez-Rojo, whose quest to uncover the foundational absence of the plantation in Car-  ibbean literature has led him to Las Casas.®” But in what is otherwise an astute treatment,  Benitez-Rojo reads a later racial consciousness into the late medieval friar, who we find  subconsciously mixing dates and events to cover up his own uncomfortable culpability in  the black slave affair. Las Casas’s subconscious aside, the larger narrative the friar worked  with was a biblical arc of disobedience, hardness of heart, and finally destruction itself for  breach of contract. The Deuteronomic judgment is lost in the literary scholar’s deconstruc-  tion of events. Perhaps it’s too obvious.  There is something, nevertheless, to Benitez-Rojo’s reading - something eerily prescient.  But far from inculpating Las Casas for racial sins, the later bishop’s reflections demonstrate  an uncanny discomfort at what will become, though only eventually, the economic machine  of Ibero-America: black slaves and sugar plantations, and the far-reaching slave trade that  they drove. The young Defender’s plans outline an ordered, gradual, and sustainable settling  of the Indies. He was keen on quickly supplanting the frantic boom-economy driven by  gold fever and its now-or never exploitation with a settled, agrarian society. It’s somewhat  muddling, for us, that black slaves got mentioned at all. For their damning presence obscures  how simple, really, was Las Casas’s medieval model for economic development. His grand  vision is obviously monastic feudalism at is best, where willing servant and benevolent Lord  support each other with mutual exchange of gifts.”®  We today, having witnessed the perfect storm of black slavery and plantation agriculture,  may fault Las Casas’s naivete, but not his pedigree. Such a system, in various forms, had  been in place in the Mediterranean world as far back as Romans and their latifundia, a  notion most recently appropriated for the reoccupation of land progressively won back  from Iberia’s Moors during the reconquista. Despite Las Casas’s accumulated revolutionary  patina, despite his battles against this adapted practice as encomienda, his problem in this  case was not with the arrangement itself. It was that it was unjustly applied to the Indians,  who had been given no opportunity to accept Christianity voluntarily.”” The gifts, therefore,  were never reciprocal. Most glaringly of all, the Spanish had failed to turn over their most  93 HI 3.102, in: OC 5.2192.  dal spirit. See Peter GROENWEGEN,  98 LAS CASAS, Memorial de  94 |bid, 2192-93.  Thomas Carlyle, »The Dismal Sci-  Remedios (1516), 36.  95 Bartolome de Las Casas: Entre  ence«, and the Contemporary Political  99 The following is all found in  el infierno y la ficciön, in: Modern  Economy of Slavery, in: History of  HI 3.129, in: OC 5.2322-24.  Language Notes 103 (March 1988),  Economics Review 34 (Summer 2001)  100 LAS CASAS, Memorial de  no. 2, 259-288.  74-94.  Remedios (1516), 36.  96 Four centuries later, when slavery  97 See Las Casas’s treatise on the  101 Resuming the narrative of  came under attack by economists and  subject: The Only Way, ed. Helen  HI 3.129, in: OC 5.2322-24.  reformers, white elites continued  RAND PARISH, trans. Francis P SULLI-  support slavery as embodying the feu  VAN, S. J., New York 1992.the COoONversion and spiritual anı emporal pro of the Indians].«  93 Instead, the
ing's council has abused their mandate against all divine law toward »the aCcquisıtion of
property for the king an for themselves, for their relatives an friends.«?*

And it AS surpriıse that when Las Casas’s the events SUT-

rounding Ya slavery, they unfold for him ser1es of plagues: of ants, clave revolts, and
dog attacks. Ihese truly 1DI1Ca. castıgat1ons have been perceptively analyze: Dy Anton1o
Benitez-RoJo, whose ULNICOVCTI the foundational absence of the plantation 1ın (Zar-
ibbean literature has led him Las Casas.? But In what 1S otherwise astute treatmen(t,
Benitez-RojJo reads later racial CONSCIOUSNESS into the late medieval friar, who WE find
subconsciously m1xing dates an! events OVi his OW] uncomfortable culpability In
the aC slave affair. Las Casas’s SUubconscious asıde, the larger narratıve the friar worked
with Was 1DI1ca. aAaIC of disobedience, hardness of heart, anı finally destruction itself for
breach of TIhe Deuteronomic judgment 15 lost 1ın the iterary scholar’s deconstruc-
tıon of events. Perhaps it's {O0 Oobvious.

Ihere 15 something, nevertheless, Benitez-Rojo’s reading something eerily presclent.
But far from inculpating Las ( asas for racjal S1INS, the later bishop's reflections demonstrate

UNCaNnny discomfort at what will become, though only eventually, the eCONOMIC machine
of Ibero-America:Yslaves anı Uu$s: plantations, an the far-reaching slave trade that
they drove. Ihe Defender’'s plans outline ordered, gradual, and sustainable ettling
of the Indies. He Was een quickly supplanting the frantic boom-economy driven Dy
gold fever anı: 1ts- exploitation with settled, agrarıan soclety. It’s somewhat
muddling, for UuSs; that black slaves got mentioned AT all For their damning obscures
how simple, really, Was Las Casas’s medieval MO for ecoNnNOMmMI1C development. HIs grand
VISION 15 obviously monastıc eu  1SM al 15 best, where willing servant and benevolent Lord
upport each other with mutual exchange of oOiIMSs-

We today, aving witnessed the perfect STOrmM ofacC slavery an plantation agriculture,
INAaYy au Las Casas’s naivete, but nNOoTt his pedigree. Such SyStem, In Varlous forms, had
been ıIn place 1ın the Mediterranean world ASs far back ASs Romans an their latifundia,
notion MOSst recently appropriated for the reoccupation of and progressively WO  — back
from Iberia’s Moors during the reconquista. Despite Las Casas’s accumulated revolutionary
patına, despite his attles agalnst this adapted practice AS encomienda, his problem in this
dSCc Was not with the arrangement itself. It Was that ıt Was unjustly applied LO the Indians,
who had been gıven opportuniıty aCccept Christiani voluntarily.”” TIhe gifts, therefore,
WeTeC reciprocal. Most glaringly of all; the Spanish had failed tO turn OVeCLI their MOST
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95 Bartolome de | as asas ntre eNCE«, and the Politica|l The Tollowing IS all °oUun In
a| infilerno a Tlccion, In Modern ECONOMY OT Slavery, n History of 3.129, In 232272
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FOUr centuries ater, when slavery 97/ S5ee LAas Casas’s treatise the 101 Resuming the narrative OT
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precl1ous Lreasure, the salvation that from knowledge of the irue God through His
Son Jesus. With such breach, failure and CUTISES were all the Spanish deserved. And
iın g00d Deuteronomic fashion, they WeIiIE visited by ser1es of plagues, 1C specificallyattack the ecological anı aniımal abundance 1C otherwise WOU. ave made the Indies
the MOST productive an populated and earth ugar, Ssweetness tself, PUIC biological
CHNCISY, ave been tonıc for the ailing Indies. nstead it became, iın diabolical
transubstantiation, the ofez for the blacks an the vectior for the rst global
CallCcCI, spreading Spanish N1quity around the globe

In his original plans, Las Casas had intention of intimately linking aC slaves an
the CCONOMY —constructing mills Wäas simply ONe WaY INany they could help.”®It’'s distinction he takes Dalns narrate, describing In the development of exXporta-
10NS 1ın degree of detaijl only insider COu provide.”? » Ihe residents of / Espanola| «,
he reports, »entered into another venture, IC Was LO seek WaY produce SUSar«,from »that Cane« that »this and produced In abundance«. Ihe technologicalbackground 15 gıven afıcionado’s loving treatment » Now In 1506 resident of La
Vega named Aguilon Was the first who made In the Indies. C< I:a Vega managed this
»with certaın wooden equıpment with 1C| he pressed the alnle Ju1ce.« But even though
»It Wäas STL real and nearly g00d SUSaI «, 1t wasn t relined enough 1{8 INaNaAaSeC the return
trıp (0) Europe without spoiling. Ten later, though, »around the yCal 1516, certaın
resident of Santo Domingo« named Vellosa, » amn educated Ian and SUrsSCcON« CaIinle
with »INOTeEe effective equıpment« for pressing and refining the JUuice. Vellosa »producebetter anı whiter SUSar« that could then be pressed into stable, easily transportable cakes
(alfenique). Of this demonstration Las Casas claims he Was eyewıtness.

Now 1ın an of tself, this should ave been positive development. It Was the INercCan-
tile breakthrough needed to Jumpstart Las Casas’s envisioned transıtiıon from Teasure
boom tO settled ife CCONOMY where ndians WOU. ave their tTeedom anı goodliving. » Ihe Jeronymite friars«, then regents of Espanola, »seeıng how profitable 1t ould
beBlack Slaves and Messianic Dreams  115  precious treasure, the salvation that comes from knowledge of the true God through His  Son Jesus. With such a breach, failure and curses were all the Spanish deserved. And so  in good Deuteronomic fashion, they were visited by a series of plagues, which specifically  attack the ecological and animal abundance which otherwise would have made the Indies  the most productive and populated land on earth. Sugar, sweetness itself, pure biological  energy, should have been tonic for the ailing Indies. Instead it became, in a diabolical  transubstantiation, the agent of death for the blacks and the vector for the first great global  cancer, spreading Spanish iniquity around the globe.  In his original plans, Las Casas had no intention of intimately linking black slaves and  the sugar economy -constructing mills was simply one way among many they could help.°®  It’s a distinction he takes pains to narrate, describing in the development of sugar exporta-  tions in a degree of detail only an insider could provide.”® »'Ihe residents of [Espafiola]«,  he reports, »entered into another venture, which was to seek a way to produce sugar«,  from »that sweet cane« that »this land produced in great abundance«. The technological  background is given an afıcionado’s loving treatment: »Now in 1506 or 7 a resident of La  Vega named Aguilön was the first who made sugar ... in the Indies.« La Vega managed this  »with certain wooden equipment with which he pressed the cane juice.« But even though  »it was still real and nearly good sugar«, it wasn’t refined enough to manage the return  trip to Europe without spoiling. Ten years later, though, »around the year 1516, a certain  resident of Santo Domingo« named Vellosa, »an educated man and a surgeon« came up  with »more effective equipment« for pressing and refining the juice. Vellosa »produced  better and whiter sugar« that could then be pressed into stable, easily transportable cakes  (alfenique). Of this demonstration Las Casas claims he was an eyewitness.  Now in and of itself, this should have been a positive development. It was the mercan-  tile breakthrough needed to jumpstart Las Casas’s envisioned transition from treasure  boom to settled life - an economy where Indians would have their freedom and a good  living. »The Jeronymite friars«, then regents of Espaniola, »seeing how profitable it would  be ... ordered — along with the Audencia and the king’s officials - that five hundred pesos  of gold be lent from the royal treasury to any resident who should set himself to construct  a refinery, big or small, to make sugar.« With the king’s capital stimulus package, »some  of the residents volunteered to construct frapiches, which mill the cane with horses«, and  others »put themselves to constructing water powered devices that could mill more cane  and extract more sugar than three frapiches together.« Perhaps this is precisely what Las  Casas had in mind when, in 1516, he requested investment in sugar. !° The fascination with  the technology is clearly exciting for the former ecomendero. But to the older prophet, these  new-fangled »devices« (ingenios) don’t bode well. The coincidence of this technological  advance with Indian death and slave imports had ill effects that went well beyond what Las  Casas had imagined in his Indian experiment. Actual humans were about to be inserted,  mere cogs in an increasingly diabolical machine of wealth production.  Sugar started out as a small industry, Las Casas again takes pains to report, a little  in Valencia, perhaps »six or seven mills in the Canary Islands«.!% But the Crown’s seed  money made the Caribbean sugar’s true home, because it happened to coincide with the  introduction of black slaves. Las Casas’s own efforts had nothing to do with this, he objects,  Claiming that his advocacy came »before the [refineries] were invented« and these only so  that »some ofthe settlers« who had profited »by the sweat and blood of the Indians...might  let free the Indians they possessed«. That black slaves would be co-opted to labor in new  enterprises, and not to replace the Indians who were perishing, Las Casas’s did not foresee.  Just as he did not foresee the short-sighted insider dealings of the king’s advisors, whichrdered along with the Audencia an the king's fhicials that five hundred
of gold be lent from the royal LTeasury AILYy resident who should set himself (8) CONSEIUCE

refinerYy, big small, make SUSar. « With the king's capital stimulus package, » SOINE
of the residents volunteered tO CONsStruct frapiches, which ıll the Cane with horses«, an:
others » themselves {O constructing wafler powered devices that COl mill HAOTEe ane
and exXtract INOTre than three trapiches together.« Perhaps this 15 precisely what Las
Casas had In mind when, ın 1516, he requested investment ın SUSaT Ihe fascination with
the technology 15 Clearly excıting for the former ecomendero. But LO the older prophet, these
new-fangled »devices« (ingenios) don’t bode ell The coincidence of this technologicaladvance with Indianeı anı slave imports had ill effects that went ell beyond what Las
Casas had imagined 1ın his Indian experıiment. Actual humans wWerTe about be inserted,
Inere cCO9S ın increasingly diabolical machine of wealth production.

ugar started Out small industry, Las (‚asas agaln takes paıns rt) little
In Valencia, perhaps » SIX S:  ven mills ıIn the anary Islands«. 101 But the Crown’s seed

made the Caribbean sugar's Irue home, because 1t happened coincide with the
introduction f black slaves. Las Casas’s OW. efforts had nothing do with this, he objects,Claiming that his advocacy Camne »before the refineries| wWeTe invented« anı these onlythat »SOMe of the settlers« who had profited »Dy the an:00 of the Indians. miglet free the ndians they pOossessed«. Ihat DAC slaves WOU. be o-opted labor In LICW

enterprises, an not tO replace the ndians who WCIC perishing, Las Casas’s did a(011 foresee.
Just he did not foresee the short-sighted insider dealings of the king's advisors, IC
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Sa  s slave-trading monopoly sold the (GGenoese for 25,000-ducat mmMess of pottage » By
such CanNs, what the cleric Las (asas had achieved that the Spaniards ould be al
[by theCslaves| in eing sustained in the land, in order that they ould free the Indians,
became commodity be sold merchants.«eWas » 11O small obstruction the
well-being an treedom of the Indians«.

With the Indians ST1L dying, their plight ignored, calamity ollowed calamity. ugar
became the instrument oforture for the blacks NO caught ın ıts sticky web of moral COI -

ruption. When Las (Casas made his recommendations, ythere WeIC the island maybe ten

0)4 twelve blacks, property of the king, who had been brought construct the fort above
and along the mouth river.« But »after this icense Was gıven and expired, InNanıy other
licenses| Ways ollowed, that 1NOTEC than thirty thousand blacks ave been brought
the Island; and the whole Indies LLOIC than ONEC hundred thousand, elieve.« Numbers
aATe always ımportan for Las (asas an ere AICc charged with significance. in claim ONC

hundred thousand for the Indies 15 the OIlC hand dwarf the Spanish population;
the other, it 15 also mean CORN with the ever-diminishing Indians, who had been

nearly completely supplanted Espanola Dy blacks; but whose pre-Colombian population
dwarfed these imports Dy order ofmagnitude and more. 1092 TIhe fgures ATiC also INECAaSUIC

of corruption, of all the wasted royal income, anı further indication of the magnitude of
rejuvenated suffering and moral turpitude this STaın NO spread around the entire globe
C slaves, NO revealed Las (asas Aa illegitimately captured an owned, heaped

NC  s ouilt upON the ole Indies. Ihe blindness of king anı Council extended their SIN
ends of their enterprising influence: » As the number of mills| increased daily, 1So did|

the eed place blacks in them For CVCLY OMNC of the mills required at least eighty,
an the trapiches 1r forty. And, consequently, the earnıngs from the king's taxes

[ increased daily From ere 1t ollowed that, A the Portuguese had for Man y taken
charge of obbing ulnea an making slaves of the blacks in intolerably unjust 1Nall-

NCI, see1ing that WeIC uying |slaves| eagerly, hurried anı STL hurry more| CVCELY day
rob anı capture from (Giuinea Dy AS Man y evil anı in1quitous WdYy> AS they were able

capture themd 15 5SdY, ONMNCE the blacks| SCC that the Portuguese| seek anı want

slaves], they themselves make unjust WAals ONE agalnst the other, anı the blacks|, Dy still
103other illicit NS, hurry sell] them the ortuguese.«

And In impressive display of the long AL  = of global trade, Las (jasas makes
prescient anı portable judgment: In this WaY WE ourselves AaICcC the of all the S1NS
that the ONE anı the other commıt nOot ention OUT OW!] S1NS commiıt in uying

104the aCc. slaves. <

Las Casas’s relacion plays fast and loose with number of details. He claims the king
Was short of funds« an yet the financed the building of mML He critic1ızes

payment for licenses, yet the numbers he C1tes uggest that the fees were certainly not the
barrier he had imagined. He did imply though he certainly did nOot imagine the scale and
exclusiveness thata slaves could be put work in soon-to-be established
CCONOMY. His CONSTa: refrain his early recommendations 15 that death an: destruction
AIC everywhere in the Indies, anı that their salvation will COINC through Just investment

102 L_as asas estimated 500,000 the New 'or| New York 992 58, 106 CT 3.128.
Tor Espanola In 1515, emorIia de claıms the figure OT eig million 107 BENITEZ-ROJO, ntre a| infierno
emedIiOs DaTa las Indias (151 52 tor Espanola alone! 1a iccion (see nOoTte 34), 265-269
Pre-colombian Dopulation Tigures 103 3.102, In 108 bid., 282-2863.
dIe notoriousiy controversial. aVı! 104 Ibid 109 Ihe Tollowing are Irom 3.129,

STAN NARD’'S American Holocaust: 105 The Tollowing all COTTIE from In
OlumDus and the of 3.129, n 2324725
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and cultivation things 1C ere he describes 45 comiıing wondertul,;, productive
fruition, including »marvelous ents« for the

But these SUCCECS5 torles aTe of interest for Las (asas the prophet While they INay
indicate material SUCCESS, they aTe moral catastrophe. » Ihe eCVENULE that the king 15 gıven
from these licenses LDy the Venetians, Portuguese, etc.| an taxes from the sale of slaves
and from U$S: production] the Ekmperor designated for the building of the royal palaces ın
Madrid and Toledo.« 105 Las (asas reiterates his point: y It 15 with this pecific TEVERNLE that
they WeIC built << Kıng anı NO quite literally nhabit houses of IN1quity (CL 7 4:4-6)
from 1C they rule OVeTr hemisphere of suffering anı eg

It 15 sugar's VC UuCcCcCcSsS5 that Causes ıts STA When he begins his tale of the trials of the
aC slaves, it 15 1a(011 with the ndians catalogue of Spanish abuse, whippings, an
beatings. It 15 ın 1(0) how it ave been, gıven the natural abundance of the
Indian so1il. » [{t 15 certaın that the blacks had found«, he SdyS of the Indies, »their PIODCI
land«. Just like the mported OTange had hrived in fertile Indian soil, the Indies
WEIC for the blacks » INOTeE natural them than their \native| (Giuinea«. But instead of life,
ike other things iın the NO  s sterile indies, the blacks, L00O, »discovered their death an pest1-
eNCE« which oOWEe in sticky r1vers rig from the newly invented crushing devices.

» Formerly«, he reports, »before there WeIC mills, 1t Was commonly elleve: the island
that if Da Was nOot hanged, he ould die.« Outside the Indies, an before the

mills, » WE had SCCI aC die from infiırmity«, unlike the natıve Indians, who
dropped ike 1es In Las Casas’s Ogic, how much INOIC, then, these robust blacks,
1910)] In their »Irue home« ave thrived? But instead, »after the Spanish placed them ın the
mills«, they »discovered their ea anı! pestilence«, which WOIG; respectively, »the
toil they were made suffer, an the swill they brewed from the Cal Juice an drank«
nstead of proving robust SOUTCE of morally clean abor, »INalıy of them die CVCIY day«‚
Just 4A5 had the Indians. Nothing, NOot VCeNn invincible blacks, Can withstand the diabolical
forces working against ife anı prosperı1ty Indian soil.

It’s disconcerting substitution: the suffering of blacks the punishment for pain
Benitez-Rojo that the er chronicler’s recalling of Indian-killing smallpox
»plague« 106 dredged repressed mMemorTIeEeS f black slave suffering engendered Dy his
ensulIng labor replacement efforts.  107 These eelings escaped iın »UNCAaNILY « (ä la Freud)
elision, 1ın IC »plague « of ants (black Javes) 15 eradicated by their attractıon and
ONsumption of »piedra solimän« (aka philosophers stone, 1n this dsSc INCICULY bichlorate,

tOxI1IC white CrySs sed in alchemy and medicine, ere standing iın for sugar). * Ihis: 1ın
turn, finally inspired the chapter long Med culpa elated above.

Be that it MaYy, Benitez-Rojo’s deconstructed narratıve demotes Las Casas’s INOTe
tale of biblical punishment uponNn HI1s recalcitrant, chosen people ndians die from »d

plague« of smallpox. Ihen »plague« of ants afflict the settlers. And then suffering blacks
revolt: »when they AaIc able, they flee 1n grFrOUPS, and rebel, wre  ng ex and cruelty
INthe Spaniards.«*  09 TIhe whole STOTY, ıt OuLt, 15 from and for the Spanish Dy their
»distinguished IN1IquUItyY « upDOon the Indians, their equally cruel treatment of blacks ıIn the
mills, they ave reaped harvest of IN1quItY. ave mutiny and retaliatory brigandage create

anxlety amongst the settlers. Ihe »villagers of the island do nNOot live VE protected«.
» Ihis«, according {O Las Casas, »1S another plague«.

And it 15 quickly ollowed by another: »packs ofdogs, which cannot be numbered, NOT Can
the harm they ave one be estimated.« They attack the ild pP1gs, who ike SUgar, OÖOLaNsSCS,
and blacks, had OUnN:! ıIn the Indies their »natural« and The p1gs, OIlcE »unfathomable« In
number, » SO that at CVEIY Jeague there Was marvelous, felicitous, anı profitable hunting.«
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» ATl f which«, he concludes, »the dogs have destroyed.« An apocalyptic ollows » Not
satisfled with the pP1gS, they attack the calves, especially Just aASs the mothers dIC S1ving irth.«

In the arge AaIC of Las (jasas SLOTY, it 15 the Spanish who ave brought down wrath
UuDOL! themselves. » We recall«, he SULI1I1S5 »that oun this island full of PCO-
ples«, g00d an Strong eoples, alluding Joshua's fOrays into (‚anaan (Nm 13) Al these
plagues, including anı especially those stemming from the importation £black slaves, ave
oOWwe from ignoring the ONeEe thing, »the CONversion an spiritual an temporal pro of
the Indians].«*"® Ihe chapter ends with final lament: »According divine judgment,

111compelled Dy OUT ()W) OWcel, ourselves ave been injured an vexed.«

Las Casas before eternal judgement
It's Strange tale, Kas Casas’s involvement in aCcC slavery, UNCaNIYy even Strange, because
there has tO be SOILC beginning the ragedy ofVslavery ın the Indies. Stranger ST1
that the PCISON OUuUnNn: holding the smoking gun cshould be L1O1LLIC other than the father
of freedom, Las Casas, caught ıIn the chaos an: tumult of those eady an their
apocalyptic dreams. It’'s all perfectly explicable, of CONTSE they werTe legitimate, he
OIICcEC believed, Dy accepted INrighteous COMPDAaNY. And the COMMEeNSUFrate good
tOo be had from safeguarding the ndians from his OW] cCountrymen, how 1t Was AÄs

the immensI1ty of the Indies themselves!
It's also the MmMOSst notable instance, apart from his initial CONVversion the Indian

of Las ( asas making about-face belated an: puzzled ONC, but about-face all the
SaIlle. Despite the bishop  S usual moral high ground, he Just bewildered 1am
Robertson, whose History of America 17 dmired Las Casas’s »bustling, indefatigable
activity« 112 yet lamented that ywhile |Las asas| contended earnestly for the liberty of the
people born iın OE quarter of the globe, he aboured enslave the inhabitants of another
reg10N.« For the Scottish clergyman, Las (Casas uftfered (as did Man y culture heroes of
that era) from character aW, honorable but unfortunate NarTOWIlCcss of PUIrDOSC,
»INCONSIStENCY natural TE who hurry with eadlong impetuosity towards favourite
point. « It’s critic1ısm Las (asas WOU. have accepted.

But NOL, his enlightenment descendant Roberston, because he incapable
ofmaking the distinction« between reedom itself and the INCONZSrUOUS f black slav-
C Ihat’s OUTL OW] scruple, born In the ApC of revolutions and sustained Dy the continued
inequality of the POOFTCI, darker cıtızens of the WOT. Las (asas Was unrepentant colonist,

Christian imperialist ASs ell Is he first IN the racIists, KOTOX Can TU anything
from such tainted man® We Can hardly ame Pancho illa, the ogrea ex1ıican general,
who burned paınting of Las (asas he found In hihuahua’s liberated capital, Ssayıng, SIM
nOot strong ın I11Yy catechism, but 1t that esus Christ CaIiInle to the world Just AN

much for blacks for Indians. «} TIhe enslavementaC 1S, ASs orge UlSs Borges,
114the dark underbelly of Las Casas’s greatness.

110 H | 4.102, In 114 | UIS BORGES, TOZ
111 3.102, n edentor Lazarus Morell, In Historia
112 The Tollowing dIe from universal de la Infamiıa 1935
ROBERTSON, History of America [Uuls 5OrgeSs: as Completas
(see note 225-226. d Maria KODAMA, Barcelona
113 As elated n Perez FERNANDEZ 1996, 295.
artolome de las AaSas, eContra I0S 115 +.102, In
negros? (see note 23)
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But this 15 nNnOot the judgment Las (asas himself feared, be panned ın the COUFTS of
posterI1tYy. TIo enter into that tribunal, with Its updated aw-books, 15 also draw down
ıts merciless verdict UuUDON ourselves, 1K070) For what,; from all 110 do ın OUrTr

ignorance anı In the LLAaille of greater freedom, ll manitftest demons In the generations
come? Las (/asas:; al least, admitted his O 9 and submitted his soul the only an

only SraClOUS COr that mattered {O him » He found himself repentant, judging himself
inadvertently guilty«, an: having confessed, a(011 certaın that the ignorance an g0o0od
intention he had In this ould CCS him before divine judgment. «**  9 We study the past
80011 only {O learn from OUT mistakes, NOtT only distance OUTr lofty CTa from Prev1ous
We study the past claim 1t OUT OWIN), an ask for forgiveness.

Abstract
As part of comprehensive plans revitalize the Indies, the eiender of the Indians,
Bartolome de Las Casas (1484-1566), urge the ıimport7slaves into the New
OF. he later repented of this advocacy before God and In his Historia de las Indias Ihis

explores this from 1ts orıgın In the Enlightenment, an offers literary read-
Ing of the relevant etters and chapters 1S writings, placing them within Deutronomic
framework of Spain s abandonmenterpecial with( Las Casas’ attitudes
toward Blacks aTie traced the crusades, an his »repentance« 15 understood opposıte the
exXpansıon of Spain’'s NO g10 inJustice.

Zusammenfassung
Im Rahmen umfangreicher Pläne, Westindien NEeu eleben, drängte der große Verteidiger
der Indios, Bartolome de Las (asas (1484-1566), die Krone dazu, schwarze Sklaven in die
Neue Welt bringen. Später wird dieses Eintreten dafür VOT (Gott un ıIn seliner Historia
de las Indias bereuen. Der vorliegende Beitrag geht diesem ODOS se1it seiner Entstehung
ıIn der u  ärung nach un: bietet 1ne literarische Deutung der Briefe un: Kapitel selner
diesbezüglichen Schriften. Dabei stellt diese Schriften In einen deuteronomistischen
Rahmen VO  = Spaniens Preisgabe se1ines besonderen Bundes mıiıt ott. Las Casas’ Haltungen
gegenüber Schwarzen werden aufdie Kreuzzüge zurückgeführt un se1iNe » Reue« wird 1mM
Gegensatz ZUr damaligen globalen Ungerechtigkeit Spaniens verstanden.

Sumario
En e] de plan Dara revitalizar » Las Indias«, Bartolome de Las (asas (1484-1566),
e] STan defensor de los indios, urgio la (Corona transportar esclavos NCSIOS al Nuevo
un Mas tarde lamentaräa 6SC plan ante [DIO0Ss Historia de las Indias. articulo
analiza este tOpicO desde orıgen la Ilustraciön, estudia las Cartas los capitulos de
los escr1ıtos lascasianos respect1vos, presentandolos deuteronömico: Espana
ha echado POr tierra alianza especial CC}  — [0S. La postura de Las ( asas los
NCOQTOS C585 vista bajo la perspectiva de las cruzadas, »arrepentimilento« presentado
COMO CcContraste la expansion de la injusticla S10 de Espana.


